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THE TRANSITION FROM KIRISTO CATS, YEAR 2: INSTRUCTION,
COMMUNICATION, AND PERCEPTIONSAT 31 KENTUCKY SCHOOLS

Abstract

Thirty-one schools (15 middle, 16 elementary) participated in the second phase of afour-
year, four-phase, project examining the transition between the Kentucky Instructional Results
Information System (KIRIS) and the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATYS). The
first phase (Thacker, Koger, Hoffman, & Koger, 1999) included 20 schools (10 middle, 10
elementary), al of which were also included in Phase 2. Schools were selected purposefully to
characterize Kentucky geographically and to include a wide range of academic performance
levels.

Researchers collected data by observing classes, collecting classroom assessment
materials, and interviewing teachers, principals, and district assessment coordinators. The study
was qualitative and somewhat exploratory in nature, allowing researchers to investigate related,
but unanticipated, topics as they were discovered in each participating school. Interviews were
semi-structured (Researchers used the “general interview guide approach” for open-ended
guestions and semi -structured interviews for demographic information as described by Gall, Borg,
& Gall (1996, pp. 309-310).) to allow researchers to adequately respond to each interview
situation while also collecting responses on a consistent set of topics. District assessment
coordinator interviews were conducted via telephone due to time constraints. Observations
focused on the interactions between teachers and students. Analysis of the assessment documents
is planned for the end of the study and will focus on the changes in classroom assessment that
occur during the first four years of CATS.

Thefirst important finding from this phaseis that not much has changed in response to the
shift in testing and accountability systems. Schools are continuing their efforts to improve and
their methods for doing so are not radically different than they were during KIRIS. Writing
continues to be amgjor focus due to the portfolio component of CATS and the open-response
format questions on the Kentucky Core Content Test. The reduction in the number of required
portfolio entries seems to have reduced teachers' stress levels, but it has not trandated into a
proportional reduction in the amount of class time spent working on portfolios. Teachers either
reported doing the same number of entries and choosing one less or spending more time editing
and polishing each entry. The addition of multiple-choice questions to the calculation of the
accountability index has not caused an appreciable reduction in the focus on open-response
guestions to date. Most teachers reported spending some time teaching multiple-choice strategies
and using more multiple-choice questionsin class, but concomitant changes in instructional
practices were minor.

The consensus of the participants of the study is that the new accountability systemisno
worse than KIRIS and may be somewhat better. Concerns surrounding CATS are much the same
as concerns with KIRIS. Teachers still worry about the consistency and reliability of scoring,
student population differences, cohort effects, the breadth of the tested curriculum, test
administration procedures, and other issues that might affect either their own school scores or the
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scores of schools that they perceive astheir competition. Stories of excellent students performing
poorly on the test, testing violations at other schools, perceptions regarding the collective
intelligence of one class versus another, and other anomalies al feed into a general mistrust and
negative impression of the accountability system among participants.

Schools do seem willing to pay heed to information from the Kentucky Department of
Education. The Kentucky Core Content for Assessment is clearly driving curriculum. Test results
guide schoolsin forming their Consolidated Plans and in their efforts to improve. Professional
development, class schedules, programmeatic changes, and resource allotment are al greatly
influenced by the Kentucky Core Content Test. Thisis an interesting contrast—there are
complaints about the system and at the same time plenty of hard work to improve instruction and
perform better within it.
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THE TRANSITION FROM KIRISTO CATS, YEAR 2: INSTRUCTION,
COMMUNICATION, AND PERCEPTIONSAT 31 KENTUCKY SCHOOLS

Introduction

This report marks the second year of afour-year study of the transition between the
Kentucky Instructional Results Information System (KIRIS) and the Commonwealth Accountability
Testing System (CATS). CATS represents a substantial change in the ways that students are tested
and schools are held accountable in Kentucky (Kentucky Department of Education [KDE], 1999a;
KDE 1999b), and as such it isimportant to investigate the consequential impact (as defined by
Messick, 1989) of the new testing system. To that end, the Human Resources Research
Organization (HUMRRO) began conducting visits to Kentucky public schoolsin the 1998-99
academic year and continued those visits in the current 1999-2000 academic year. The purpose of
thisresearch is to investigate the changes schools and teachers are making in response to the
changesin the testing system.

The major changes in the testing system, aslisted in the District Assessment Coordinator
Implementation Guide for the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (KDE, 1998), include
the following.

A. M aj or Changes and Clarifications for 1999-2000
Y ear of accountability for students participating in the Alternate Portfolio Program'
Administration Code (arevision of the former Code of Ethics)
Possible testing window adjustments (for disasters, calamities, or to observe locally
important holidays)
Datareview/appeal s procedures (clarifications only)
Kentucky Core Content student listings (describes how individual student test information
may be interpreted)
National normreferenced assessment (Students are required to take the norm-referenced
portion of CATS and schools are held accountable for it.)
Test forms for students with visual or hearing impairments (forms selected to eliminate
unfair questions for those students)

B. M aj or Changes and Clarifications for 1998-99
Assessment and accountability terminology (updated and clarified)
Kentucky Assessment Service Center (clarified hours of operation and tel ephone number to
call for help or with questions)
High school testing (changed grades that certain portions of the Kentucky Core Content
Test are given)
Two-week testing window (for Kentucky Core Content Test and national norm-referenced
assessment)

! The Alternate Portfolio Program was designed as an assessment system for students with severe disabilities. Itis
acompilation of their academic work and is only an option for those students without access to the Kentucky Core
Content Test.
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Possible adjustment of the testing window (for natural disasters or other calamities)
Performance level increments and credit (Novice and A pprentice performance categories
are split into 3 sub-categories each and points are awarded toward the schools
accountability index accordingly.)

Computing the accountability index (weightings for content area tests and non-academic
components were changed and now include multiple-choice items)

Order of testing (Test administration order may not be changed.)

Calculator issues (clarified, school’ s responsibility to provide calculators to students)
Students with disabilities (clarification only)

Use of extraneous/additional materials during assessment (clarification only)

Use of incentives during assessment (clarification only)

Student related disciplinary matters (clarification only)

One page limitation to open-response item (previously unlimited)

Writing portfolios (reduced the number of pieces of evidence required per portfolio)
Alternate portfolios (also fewer required pieces of evidence)

Core Content Report (expanded results-added content scores for arts and humanities and
practical living/vocational studies)

It would not be surprising, given the magnitude of some of these changes, that schools and/or
teachers would alter their practices. Originally, the testing and accountability system was
designed, in part, to stimulate improvementsin instruction. Changesin instructional practices
resulting from the implementation of the accountability system are well documented (Harris,
Hoffman, Koger, & Thacker, 1998; Hoffman, Harris, Koger, & Thacker, 1997; Kelley & Protsik,
1996; Koretz, Barron, Mitchell, & Stetcher, 1996; Stecher & Barron, 1999).

M ethodology
Case Study Description

Thisresearch is best defined as a case study. It is not typical of case study research dueto
the implicit need to generalize from the schools that were chosen to the larger system.
Generalization like thisis not typical of case study research but applies for this particular study if
we examine the caveats and limits of the study. Firt, the case that was studied was the
Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS), and not any of the schools that we visited.
The schools represent the primary level of actors that were observed to learn about the case
selected. The secondary levels of actors were the classes within the schools and the tertiary actors
were the many teachers, administrators, and district personnel we interviewed. In order to learn
about the system, we studied the schools, the classes, and the people who comprise them. This
study can be compared to a more typical education case study where researchers study classes,
principals, teachers, and students in order to learn about a school. Our study simply started one
level higher and examined the system itself (Thacker, Koger, Hoffman, & Koger, 1999, pp. 8-9).

Second, the study was evaluative of the case, but not in traditional case-study terms.
Instead, this study examined an aspect of consequentia validity, as defined by Messick (1989). In
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short, this study sought to discover the impact CATS had on the everyday practices of teaching and
learning in public schools. Particularly, this study sought to determine the impact of changing the
accountability system from KIRIS to CATS on classroom practices.

This idealeadsto the necessity for generalizations to be made from the results of this
study. The common problem with generalizing from case study research is that often one case does
not act like another. In this instance another case would be another state’ s accountability system,
and that is not the level of generalization with which we are concerned. In case study research it is
common to find that actors within a case will react to externa factorsin similar ways (Stake,
1995). For example, students will tend to exhibit certain behavior patterns within a specific school
environment. We might therefore expect schools to exhibit certain patterns within the CATS
system. Generalization from these actors within CATS may tell us agreat deal about the
expectations and reactions of the larger system.

Sampling

Researchers visited 31 Kentucky schools representing 15 districts. Each of the Regional
Educationa Service Areas defined within the state was represented in this study. One middle
school and at least one elementary school were visited from each participating district.
Elementary grades from one of the participating districts were split between an el ementary school,
housing grades 2-4, and an intermediate school, housing grades 5 and 6. Twenty of the 31 selected
schools participated in Phase 1 (Thacker et al., 1999) of this project and were also visited during
the 1998-99 academic year.

Thefirst factor taken into account in choosing cases was the location of the school within
the state. Thereisagreat deal of diversity among public schools within the Commonwealth of
Kentucky. It containsrural, urban, and suburban schools. It contains independent and county
schools. A section of Kentucky islocated in Appalachia, which has been identified in other
research as an academically “at-risk” area of the country (Baldwin, 1994; Branscome, 1970;
Wimberley & Morris, 1996). The sample was chosen to include schools that characterize the
geography and diversity of the state. Efforts were also made to ensure that no region was
represented by a single portion of the academic range of schoolsin the sample. For instance, not
all low-performing schools in the sample are located in the Appalachian area.

Schools were then selected using a stratified purposeful sampling technique (Patton, 1990;
Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996) for Phase 1 of the project. For Phase 2, schools were added to the
original list using the same process. Exclusion criteriawere used to limit the possible choices
before selection began. Those exclusion criteriainclude:

1. Classpopulation. Due to logistics and economic concerns, schools with a class
population of less than 50 students were excluded from the study. This stipulation
facilitated timely data collection by placing researchers only in schools with several
teachers from whom to collect data. This stipulation aso ensured that each school
visited was represented by multiple data sources, which helped assure the validity of
the findings of the research.

2. Separate Middle and Elementary Schools. A portion of the original KERA legidation
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decentralized many of the school operational decisions. Schools, with their SBDM
councils, now make many decisions independently. Those decisions were, to alarge
extent, the focus of thisresearch. If aschool sharesabuilding, aprincipal, and perhaps
even an SBDM council with another school—as is the case in many combined
schools—it becomes difficult to distinguish one school from the other. Since CATS
stipulates schools as the primary level of accountability and tests each subject at
elementary, middle, and high school levels, the sample was limited to schools clearly
distinguishable as elementary or middle schools.

3. Willingness to participate. Participation in this study was not mandatory. There was
an element of self-selection in the sampling technique. 1f aschool or district chose not
to participate it was replaced with asimilar school or district from the same Regional
Education Service Area. Theresults of the study were influenced by the exclusion of
those schools to an unknown extent. Similarly, if a specific teacher or teachers within
aschool chose not to participate in the study, the degree to which their exclusion
influenced the conclusions of this research is unknown. Fortunately, very few
school s/teachers chose not to participate in the study. Only one district chose not to
participate in Phase 1. One selected school was also replaced in Phase 2.

In addition to the exclusion criteria, other factors were used in the selection of schools and
districts. The sample was chosen to represent an appropriate range of school assessment scores.
Since the original 20 schools were chosen before the Kentucky Core Content Test, KIRIS scores
were used for this purpose. The 11 schools that were added for this phase were also selected
using 1998-99 KIRIS scores as a criterion. The selection process occurred before the Kentucky
Core Content Test scores were released. Once 1998-1999 scores were released, they were
examined in relation to the state mean in order to ensure that the sample chosen was not skewed
toward the high or low end of the range of Kentucky schools. A comparison of sample and state
means, as well as descriptive statistics for the sample, isprovided in Table 1. Thirteen of the 31
schools chosen had index scores above the state mean.

Table 1. Overall Index Scores for Schools

1998-1999 Kentucky Core Content Test Elementary Schools Middle Schools
Kentucky Mean 61.3 54.3
Sample Mean 65.2 53.1

The sample mean index score for elementary schools was higher than the state mean. We
had less freedom to select elementary schools based on their scores due to the necessity of
selecting schools with at least 50 students per grade level and an attempt to choose those
elementary schools that fed students into the selected middle school. Once confirmation of a
middle school was reached, the criterion for choosing elementary schools limited our options.
The range of elementary school scores is reasonable and, in fact, eight of the elementary schools
selected scored below the state average and eight scored above. Three very high-scoring
elementary schools help account for the higher sample average.

The last criterion for selecting schools for the sample only affected those schools replacing
schools that chose not to participate in the study. The Kentucky Department of Education, in
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partnership with CTB/McGraw Hill, is conducting another research project in cooperation with
HUmRRO. That study has the potentia to be informed by the results of thisone. It involves
retesting students from a sample of schools and is commonly referred to as the “growth study” by
KDE and CTB/McGraw Hill (report forthcoming). The sample of schools chosen for their study
is much larger than our 31 schools, but there was an effort to meke sure that their sample was
inclusive of ours. HUMRRO provided KDE with the projected sample for this study. The sample
drawn by KDE for their study included those schools. When one of those schools declined to
participate, HUMRRO selected a replacement school from the KDE sample wherever possible;
however, in one instance there was no suitable replacement in the KDE sample.

This study focused on science and social studies teachers for data collection. Teachers
specializing in other subjects were not included unless they also taught science or social studies.
Science and social studies were studied in particular for the following reasons:

1. Science scores at the middle school level have not enjoyed the same degree of growth
as other subjects. This makes science instruction at the middle school level of
particular interest.

2. Reading and mathematics have been the subject of other studies of the Kentucky
education system (Borko & Elliot, 1999; Stecher, Barron, Kaganoff, & Goodwin, 1998;
Wolf & Mclver, 1998). HUmMRRO included mathematics teachersin some of its earlier
studies of the Kentucky system aswell (Harris et a., 1998; Hoffman et a., 1997).

3. TheKentucky accountability system gives social studies about the same emphasis as
mathematics, reading and science. Arts and Humanities and Practical
Living/Vocational Studies are tested using fewer test questions and they account for a
smaller portion of each school’ s accountability index (KDE, 1999b). Schools also
might not have teachers specifically designated to teach those subjects.

4. Science and socia studies are tested in different academic years at the middle and
elementary levels. Scienceistested in the fourth and seventh grades. Social studiesis
tested in the fifth and eighth grades. The ways that accountability and testing function at
different grade levels, both in terms of what the scores mean for the school as awhole
and what those scores mean for individual students, have the potentia to be very
different.

5. Only studying two content areas limits the number of teachersin the sample from each
school. By attempting to study every teacher at a school who teaches science or socia
studies we avoid the problems associated with requesting volunteer teachers or
identifying randomly selected teachers prior to scheduling and conducting the school
visit.

6. The HUmMRRO researchersinvolved in this study have more experience studying
science and socia studies than other content areas in Kentucky. Our familiarity with
the content and the literature surrounding these subjects helps HUMRRO researchers
establish rapport with the respondents, gain their trust, and understand respondents
language and culture.

Accessing the Data
Selected schools wereinitially contacted by mail. They were sent aletter of introduction
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inviting them to participate in the study (Appendix A) and a copy of the summaries of the results
from Phase 1 of this project (Appendix B). Schools participating in Phase 1 of the project and
newly selected schools received the same letter. The letters were followed by phone calls to the
principals of the selected schools. Researchers verified school participation and scheduled visits
during this conversation. School principals were given an opportunity to ask questions regarding
participation during this conversation. They were also provided atoll-free telephone number that
they could use for asking further questions or addressing concerns that occurred after the initial
contact.

Once schools agreed to participate in the study they were sent a packet of materials
designed to make the visits as unobtrusive and productive as possible. The packet included a
letter of introduction for participating teachers (Appendix C), a schedule form designed to
facilitate interviews and classroom observations (Appendix D), and arequest for logistical
information such as area hotels, parking regulations, school hours of operation, etc (Appendix E).
Introduction letters for teachers also contained contact information so that teachers could ask any
guestions and address any concerns they had prior to the research team visiting their school. The
introduction letter also reminded teachers that researchers would collect assessment documents
from them during the vist.

A member of the school’ s administrative staff typically created theinitial schedule of
interviews and observations. Researchers adjusted the schedule to account for staff absences,
lengthy interviews, and other unforeseen events at the school. Interviews were given priority over
observations when time constraints forced researchers to choose between the two (per an
agreement with KDE). Group interviews were discouraged; however, they were necessary in a
few isolated instances. When departments or teams of teachers had common planning periods, they
were necessarily interviewed together. Group interviews only occurred in 6 of the 31 schools.
No more than 5 teachers were interviewed together in any instance and that only occurred one
time. Two groups of 4 were interviewed. All other group interviews were groups of 2 or 3.
Administrators were not present during teacher interviews.
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Data Collection Methods

Three types of data collection were chosen for this study. The primary method of
collecting data was through direct interviews with teachers, principals, and district personnel
(District Assessment Coordinators). All interviews were conducted using a general interview
guide approach (Patton, 1990). Briefly, the method involves outlining a set of topicsto be
explored with each respondent. The order in which the topics are explored is not necessarily
predetermined and interviewers can alter the exact wording of the questions to facilitate clarity
and limit ambiguity. They might also restate the question or follow up with other questions
dependent on each interview situation. Thistype of interview approach is very appropriate given
the somewhat exploratory nature of this research project.

The topicsfor the interviews were written in question format (Appendixes F, G, and H).
They were drafted based on the results of Phase 1 of this project and edited and clarified through a
peer review process. All reviewer comments and suggestions were considered and either used to
ater the interview instruments or as points of clarification among the interviewers prior to the start
of the project. Interviewers met regularly throughout the project in order to ensure the consistency
of the content of the interviews. District-level interviews were conducted via tel ephone due to
time constraints.

The second type of data was collected during classroom observations. Researchers
observed selected classes (necessitated by schedule constraints, willingness to participate, and
other factors) taught by a portion of the interviewed teachers (Observations were not possible at
all in one of the participating middle schools.). They used a continuous recording methodol ogy
(Gall et ., 1996) in keeping observation notes. They focused primarily on descriptive
observational variables (where the teacher was |located in the classroom, references posted on the
walls, the topic studied in the class); however, they were encouraged to note inferential
observational variables (whether the students were attentive, the taxonomic level of questions
posed to students, descriptions of group interactions among students) as well. Whenever possible
two researchers would observe the same class in order to check for observer agreement.
Observer effects were limited by using four researchers in two-person teams and reconstituting the
teams regularly. No school or district was represented by only one researcher. Researchers
regularly discussed descriptive variables with regard to the inferences and interpretations that
stemmed from these data.

Thefina type of data collected was documentation. Interviewed teachers were asked to
provide three assessments that they used in their classrooms. They were asked to provide the
lowest level of assessment they used (quiz, daily journal assignment, etc.), amiddle level
assessment (chapter test, unit test, project requirement, etc.), and the highest level of assessment
they used (fina examination, mid-term examination, large project requirement, etc.). These
documents were cataloged and stored for content analysis at the end of this project.

Assessments were chosen over other documents because of their availability and their
direct use in the classroom. Analyzing assessment documents also hel ps researchers meet the
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stipulations of effective qualitative document analysis. In order to fully understand the document
the researcher must study the context in which it was produced. That context includes the author’s
purpose in writing or using the document, the author’ s working conditions, the author’ s intended
and actual audience, and the audience’s purpose in reading the document (Gall et al., 1996).

These conditions are readily explored given the nature of classroom assessment documents and the
other data collected during the course of this project.

Data Analysis

Interviews were analyzed (category analysis, Denzin & Lincoln, 1998) using afive-step
process. Thefirst step involved a single researcher reading all collected interview data and
developing a set of categories that characterized the responses to an interview question. That
researcher then used those categories to describe a portion of the interview data. Second, another
researcher read a portion of the interview data and revised and expanded the categories to better
capture the data. Third, all four researchers used the categories from the second step to analyze a
portion of the interview data. They used a consensus-building technique to revise, clarify, and
expand the analysis categories. Fourth, the four researchers analyzed alarger portion of the
interview data noting exceptions to the categories and additiona required editing of the category
descriptions. Agreement between researchers was examined and consensus building was used to
establish parameters that could be readily agreed upon with regard to the data collected and the
categories produced. The last step was to analyze the full data set. This was accomplished by one
researcher and then independently checked by the three othersin sections. The entire process was
repeated for each interview topic.

Observation notes were analyzed using areflective analysis procedure (Gall et al., 1996).
This procedure relied heavily on the judgment of the observer regarding first what details to note
from the classroom observation and second how to interpret those details. Once observation notes
were taken and observers had written reflections on the meanings of those notes, the notes and the
classroom observations were discussed among the other researchers, particularly the researcher
who visited the same school (and/or classroom). Possible misinterpretations of the observations
were discussed and debated. The observation data was compared to interview data from the
observed teacher and from other teachers and the school principal. The written reflections of the
researchers were appended based on these considerations. The initial interpretation of the
observer was not rewritten; however, any use of the observation for illustrative purposesin the
narrative of the results section of this report utilizes the observer interpretation as well as
appended information. All interpretations from observations were examined with regard to other
data for purposes of triangulation and confirmation that the interpretation was reasonable.
Similarities anong observed teachers were noted. Exceptions to these similarities were also
noted. Both common and rare practices were used for the construction of the Results section of
this report.

It should also be noted that the report itself is not constructed specifically by interview
topics. Tangentia information was often provided by participants and frequently led to pertinent
discussions regarding the actualization of the testing and accountability system at the school or
classroom level. Many participants came to the interview with their own questions and concerns
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about the Kentucky Core Content Test. Therefore, we allowed our preconceived structure to be
reorganized by the structures of our educators, which in turn allowed us to address the impact of
CATS as seen by those being impacted.

The answers to interview guestions were not always consistent from district to district,
school to school, or even within asingle school. Infact, not all participants answered all
guestions. If participants chose not to answer, the interviewers did not press. 1n some instances,
the interviews were cut short because of teachers' other responsibilities. In other instances,
interviews were conducted under difficult conditions (during a class while students were
completing an assessment, on the playground while the teacher supervised a class). In one school,
the time that was allotted per teacher interview was only 15 minutes. The interviews in that school
were shortened considerably. Participants concerns varied greatly. This report does not attempt
to quantify the numbers of teachers mentioning any single issue, but instead describes the issues as
participants discussed them. Often this report may seem to contradict itself, for instance, reporting
first an area of concern among teachers and later referring to that same issue as a perceived
strength of the system. Thisis not a contradiction in the report, but rather a counterpoint made by
one or more participants. It isvery possible for the same aspect of the accountability system to be
perceived as both a strength and a weakness depending on the vantage point of the participant.
Rather than force a quantitative statistical methodology on the datain order to determine the
prevalent perception, we chose instead to provide both views, and to treat each as relevant and
genuine.
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Results
Demogr aphics of Schools

Table 2 lists pseudonyms for schools that participated in both of the first two phases of this
research. It also includes a short description of each school that indicates whether the school is
rural, suburban, or urban, where the school islocated in Kentucky, and a very short identifying
comment. This table makes no attempt to fully describe the schools. It is provided as areference
due to the relatively large number of schools mentioned later in the report. A more complete
description of the schools can be found in the text of the Phase 1 report (Thacker et al., 1999).

Table 2. Participant School Descriptors (Schools Visited Last Year)

District School Descriptors
Elm Elementary | Large, new, rural, Eastern
Middle Large, competitive, rural, Eastern
Oak Independent Elementary | Suburban, writing emphasis, Central
Middle City school with some urban aspects, 7" and 8" grade
only, Centrd
Pine Elementary | Urban, diversity requirements (busing), Central
Middle Urban, poor academic reputation, high percentage of
specia education students, Central.
Spruce Elementary | Rurd, returning to more traditional teaching after
reform emphasis, Western
Middle Rural, technology emphasis, Western
Cedar Elementary | Suburban, older school, experienced staff, Northern
Middle Suburban, extreme teaming strategy and schedule,
Northern
Hickory Elementary | Rural, small town school amid several other *county”
schools, Central.
Middle Rural, small town school, Central.
Poplar Elementary | Rural, diverse population, switching 3 and 4™ grade
teachers, Western.
Middle Rural, dropping student population, Western.
Cottonwood Elementary | Rura mountains, mining community, Eastern.
Middle Rural mountains, double classes in assessment grade
subjects, Eastern.
Locust Elementary | Urban, innovative, older building with large
classrooms, Central.
Middle Urban, contesting KIRIS scores, Central.
Walnut Elementary | Rural, K-6, returning to basics, Southern
Middle Rural, 7-8, Southern.
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Table 3 lists pseudonyms for schools that were added for the second phase of this
research. These schools did not participate in Phase 1 of the research. The information provided in
Table 3isthe same as that found in Table 2. A more complete description of these newly added
schoolsis found immediately following the table. These two tables demonstrate the variety of
schools contained within the sample group.

Table 3. Participant School Descriptors (Newly Added Schools)

District School Descriptors
Maple Elementary | Rural, Strong teacher/principal cooperation, Central
Middle Rural, emphasizing multiple intelligences, Central
Chestnut Elementary | Urban, routine team teaching, Central
Middle Urban, writing emphasi s, asymmetric schedule blocks,
Central
Willow Elementary | Suburban, strong academics, low SES, Western
Middle Suburban, just switched to block schedule, Western
Dogwood Elementary | Rural, large number of impoverished students, South
Eastern
Middle Rural, teaming in pods, South Eastern
Cypress Elementary | Rural, grades 2-4, student work prominently
displayed, South Centrd
Intermediate | Rural, grades 5-6, mathematics emphasis, South
Central
Middle Rural, grades 7-8, split between 2 buildings, South
Central

Maple County School District

Maple County islocated in North Central Kentucky. It contains three elementary schools
that feed into one large county middle school. The district’ srole in helping schools prepare for
the Kentucky Core Content Test in Maple County included scrimmage tests that were composed of
released items from the previous test coupled with areview of student performance (They also
purchased practice materials from CTB.). Inthisdistrict the elimination of the common released
guestions was viewed as a detriment to the system.

Maple County Elementary School

Maple Elementary is an older building, but pleasant on theinside. Students' work and
other displays were common. The school staff was generally composed of veteran teachers with a
high energy level.

Maple's principal was aformer mathematics resource teacher. Her focus at the school was

on integrating the curriculum and slow steady progress. She explained, “We need more anaysis of
test scores coupled with analysis of current students' work. We can’t knee-jerk to released test
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guestions. We need to look at the Core Content for Assessment.” That sentiment, as well as her
instructional leadership, helped create an atmosphere of mutual respect between teachers and
administration at Maple. More than one teacher referred to the interaction between the teachers
and principal at the school as*“ synergistic.”

The observed classes at the school combined both traditional and reform-oriented
practices. There were group activities and discussions along with spelling words and essays.
Students were assigned awide variety of tasks at Maple. Teachers expressed their high
expectations for student work and expected homework to be completed and turned in on time.
Teachers often worked in two-person teams designed to facilitate cross-curricular projects and
teaching.

Maple County Middle School

Maple County Middle School islocated on the same campus as the county high school,
athough it isin a separate building. Each gradeislocated in a separate part of the building. The
school underwent a major renovation five years ago when the sixth grade was moved there from
the elementary schooals.

The school’ s principal and vice-principal were in their second year. The current principal
served as vice-principal at Maple before. He was very positive about his school and public
education generally. Maple has been assigned a Highly Skilled Educator (HSE), although that was
rarely mentioned during interviews.

The academic focus of the school is on Howard Gardner’s (1983) Multiple Intelligences’.
The principal and several teachers described the difficulty meeting the needs of the students. The
principal described students who could take apart, repair, and rebuild a small engine easily, but
who struggled in math. The strategy at the school seemsto be to teach toward these “less
academic” talents to motivate students to strive toward a more typical curriculum.

The principal explained that the district provided a“Freshman Academy” to help students
transition from middle to high school. He would like to see the process help those students
transitioning from elementary to middle school aswell. He also commented on a disparity in the
test for middle school as opposed to other levels. “The average index for middle schoolsis lower
than for elementary and high schools. Thisleads to a poor public perception of middle schools.”
The principal aso questioned the developmental appropriateness of the test and lamented about
the effect that testing has had on the public perception of the education profession.

Chestnut County School District

Chestnut County isin the central portion of the state. It contains asmall city with an

2 Gardner’s (1983) work suggests that intelligence is not asingle parameter that can be identified with a number on
an 1.Q. scale. He provides evidence that there are at |east 8 separate intelligences and that children vary among
those intelligences. He further suggeststhat different children will learn at different rates dependent on the
modality of the instruction, or the particular intelligences the instruction seeks to access.
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independent school system. County schools compete with independent city schools for students.
The student populations of the schools we visited in this county were reasonably diverse in terms
of ethnicity. Teachers reported that there was a wide range of academic and socioeconomic
diversity as well.

The district office in Chestnut County assists schools with curriculum alignment, which has
alarge emphasisin the county, and helps schools adopt textbooks that are closely aligned with
Kentucky’s Core Content for Assessment. Curriculum alignment effortsin the county include unit
planning as well as yearly curriculum planning. Professiona development in the county was
strongly tied to the assessment. On-demand and open-response training is common. The district
assessment coordinator maintains alist of commonly used testing vocabulary that is provided for
all schools. Scrimmage testing was donein all schoolsin the county. Ethicstraining has also
received a good deal of emphasis.

Testing specia education students was a concern in this district. Specifically mentioned
were difficulties managing the alternate portfolios, logistical issuesinvolved in getting all the
testing materials out and back while maintaining security, and the appropriateness of the students
Individual Education Plans (IEPs). Ensuring the appropriateness of the |EPs included both
matching the |EP with the correct type of accommodation and making sure that the |EP matches the
severity of the disability and has not been written just to provide a testing advantage.

Chestnut County Elementary School

Chestnut Elementary is a county school located within acity that also contains an
independent district. The school building has an * open-school” design but partitions have been
erected to give it more of atraditional enclosed classroom atmosphere. One teacher joked that this
was the first of her 15 years at the school in which she had a classroom with walls. She was very
positive about the change, claiming that it provided fewer distractions for her students. Part of the
school was remodeled this year and many of the large open areas were broken into classrooms
with permanently constructed walls. An open library/media center was located in the center of the
building. The administrative area was also in an open area near the front of the building.

The school has recently constructed awalking trail with the help of many of the students
parents. It isused for exercise and asa“nature walk.” The hallsin the school were painted with
murals and timelines geared to Core Content.

The population of the school was ethnically and socioeconomically diverse. Observed
teachers seemed to set high standards (as evidenced by the difficulty and volume of their students
work compared to other schoolsin this study) and strive to help students attain those standards.
The school has chosen Great Books® rather than Accelerated Reader” as its dedicated reading

% Great Books refersto areading program produced by the Great Books Foundation (Information available at
www.greatbooks.org), a nortprofit education organization. The program promotes reading and discussing a
selection of books and offers teacher training for conducting “ shared inquiry” lessons.

* Advantage Learning Systems, Inc. (www.advlearn.com) designed the Accelerated Reader Program. Itisusedin
many Kentucky public schools to promote reading and reading comprehension. Students read prescribed books

KDE/HUMRRO 13 June 2000



program. One teacher explained that, “ Great Booksis typically reserved for Gifted and Talented
classes, but at this school, everyone usesit.”

Chestnut County Middle School

Chestnut Middle is alarge school, housing about 750 students. The building itself is older
and in need of repairsin severa places. Each of the three grades taught at the school hasits own
schedule. No grade uses a standard 6 or 7-class period a day schedule. Instead, al have some
sort of block design. Also, at each grade, the block of time devoted to language artsis longer than
the other core subject blocks.

One of the most interesting aspects of our interview with the principal at this school was a
statement regarding his perception of the role of the school. “We need to get to the point that it’'s
not the population that counts most (in determining test scores), but the instruction. That’s the hard
part because there are no more resources for needy students.” The ideathat instruction and
resources can overcome differences in socioeconomic status is not new, but it israrely stated in so
clear amanner at public schools. The other major implication of the statement is that the principal
believes that there are instructional practices, which are different from the norm at his school,
which should be promoted for this purpose. When asked which practices needed to be emphasized
in order for thisto occur, the principa mentioned higher order thinking skills and matching
instruction to the learning modality of the students. Howard Gardner’ s (1983) work on multiple
intelligences seems to have influenced the principa’s goals to a great extent. He mentioned
multiple intelligences and learning modality frequently during hisinterview.

The school’ s emphasis on open-response format questions seemed fairly new this year.
The front office began collecting open-response questions from teachers as well as examples of
student work in order to verify that they are being used in al classroomsthisyear. Several
teachers expressed concerns about the school’ s strong emphasis on writing. The language arts
classes at the school have about one third fewer students than other classes and last about one
fourth longer. Therationale for creating such a disparity was the need for individual student
conferencing during the preparation of the portfolio. The principal, however, clarified the heavy
emphasis on writing on the state assessment. “If they can’'t write, we know they won't score well.
Writing skills should help all areas on the test,” he explained.

Willow County District

Willow County is a Western Kentucky county containing one small city. Several of the
state’ s top-performing elementary schools are located within this county. The schools do not all
serve a high socioeconomic population, and the county schools have recently been the subjects of
other studies regarding their methods. In fact, it was difficult to schedule one of these schools for
this study because of the number of activities in which the schools had aready agreed to
participate.

and take quizzes or tests to determine their comprehension levels. Students are awarded points, that are often tied
to areward system, based on the length and difficulty of the books.
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Willow Elementary School

Willow Elementary School is an eight-year-old county school located on the outskirts of
town. Because of its high number of students who receive free or reduced price lunches, it
qualifies as a schoolwide Title | program. The principal isin her second year; she is the school’s
fourth principal.

Degpite the high percentage of free/reduced price lunch students, this school made a strong
showing on the 1999 Kentucky Core Content Test. Despite their strong scores, particularly in
writing, the principal stated that their science scores had declined somewhat and that reading had
not improved as much as they had been expecting.

The school has grouped its classesin aK-1, 2-3, and 3-4 arrangement. Fifth-grade classes
contain only fifth-grade students. This year’s blended 3-4 grade classes marked the return to this
arrangement after experimenting last year with separate third and fourth grades. Teachers blamed
the decline in science scores on the separate third- and fourth-grade classes, stating that under the
blended system more students would be exposed to two years of fourth-grade science. With the
addition this year of athird teacher at the fifth-grade level, the fifth grade is more departmentalized
than it was last year. The three fifth-grade teachers have divided the curriculum among themselves,
with one teaching social studies, another teaching mathematics, and the third teaching language
arts, arts and humanities, and practical living/vocational studies. Each fifth-grade teacher is
responsible for teaching science to his or her own homeroom.

The school uses Reading Renaissance® in its 3-4 and 5 classes and received district
incentives for doing so. The STAR® testing program accompanies the reading program.

Willow Middle School

Willow County Middle School is alarge county school located in a mid-sized town, which
also has an independent school system. Willow County Middle School has arelatively low
percentage of students who qualify for free or reduced price lunch and a very low percentage of
minority studentsin its student population of more than 700. The principa described most of his
students as coming from stable backgrounds, the exception being a group of students who move
frequently and who make up a substantial portion of the specia education population. About five
years ago, a new middle school was added in this district, and the principal said that the new
school took a portion of his school’s wealthier students.

The principal said that his staff and he believe the CATS system is more suited to their
school than was the KIRIS system. He described the Kentucky Core Content tests as taking a more

® Reading Renaissance (www.hanlundphillips.com/fetc/EE.htm) is a reading program designed by the Institute for
Academic Excellence. It usesthe STAR testing system designed by Advantage Learning Systems, Inc. asa
monitoring tool. Itisdesigned to assist teachersin promoting, instructing, monitoring and intervening in the
reading classroom.

® STAR reading tests (www.advlearn.com/starreading/defaul t.htm) are computerized tests that determine student
reading level. They can be used throughout the school year as a diagnostic tool for assessing the progress of
individual studentsin reading. Advantage L earning Systems, Inc. produces them.
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traditional approach, and said that they were more computational, less conceptual, and more fair.
Thiswas avast improvement over the previous tests, he said. The school’ s scoresimproved, as
well, showing strong growth in writing. He said that they were not happy with their science scores,
however, and had emphasized science as aresult. Their school board had given more money for
science equipment, for example, and they were requiring more hands on or laboratory work in
science classes.

The school aso had switched from a 7-period day to aflexible block schedule. Teams
could decide how to use the time, but they were required to turn in a weekly report to the principal
detailing how they covered the Core Content topics.

The school was participating in the Accelerated Reader program, and the first 30 minutes
of each day were spent in that program. They also emphasized writing across the curriculum and
did open-response questions each week as well as practicing how to interpret multiple-choice
guestions.

Cypress County District

Cypress County is a South Central Kentucky school district and serves avery rural
community. All the schools are located in the county seat, which is a small/average size town.
The outlying county schools were consolidated in the past 5-6 yearsto a central campus area. The
central campus area has a new high school building and the remaining schools occupy older
buildings. Many of the older schools contained a newer section built more recently to contain the
increased population of students. Instead of dividing the schools into several separate elementary
or middle schools because of the large population, each of the schools houses fewer grade levels
thanistypical. Thedistrict hasa primary school (K-1), an elementary school (2-4), an
intermediate school (5-6), ajunior high school (7-8), and a more traditionally configured high
school (9-12).

This method of splitting students into classes and schools has both advantages and
disadvantages. First, the Kentucky Core Content Test for the elementary gradesis given at the
fourth and fifth grades. This meansthat the test is split between two schools in Cypress County.
One school istested in science and reading while the other istested in social studies and
mathematics. Despite the proximity of the schools, the communication between teachers from
different schools was not sufficient for the two schools to operate with a unified effort toward
assessment.

Cypress Elementary

Cypress Elementary is the grade 2-4 school. It iscurrently being renovated and much of
the interior of the school is aconstruction site. The school is not set up to be very team-friendly,
with isolated classrooms rather than the more common pod design, and not much evidence of red
teaming was observed. In fact, the most collaboration seen at the school was between teachers
who were not on the same team. The school isrelatively new to the team concept and most
teachers seem to be continuing with the more typical self-contained pedagogy. There are at |east
five teachers at the school who move from classroom to classroom and collaborate with the
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homeroom teachers. They include awriting specialist, a science specidlist, an art teacher, and at
least two physical education teachers.

The school walls were covered with student work. The projects evidenced on the walls of
the school indicate that the students spent a great deal of time completing their assgnments. Many
of the projects obvioudly took at least several daysto complete. In addition, the work that the
students performed in observed classes often took longer than a single class to complete and
seemed more challenging than the work in many of the other schools we visited. The lessons
themselves were often very traditional. We saw spelling lessons, note taking, and lecture during
our visit.

This school can be characterized further by its response to a good showing on the
accountability test. The principal and teachers have accepted responsibility for student test scores
and are proud of their accomplishments. The are cautiously optimistic about future tests. They
have identified some strategies that they believe are successful in preparing students for the
assessment, and they are striving to scale up the implementation of those strategies. Their major
concerns regard the primary grades, where the lack of accountability is seen as a weakness of the
system. The influence of the primary grades on their school’ s performance isviewed as a
limitation of their responsibility and their potential success.

Cypress Intermediate

Cypress Intermediate contains the 5™ and 6™ gradesin the Cypress County District. As
such, Cypress' s only direct contact with the Kentucky Core Content Test isin 5™ grade
mathematics and social studies (also arts and humanities and practical living/vocationa studies).
Scores in mathematics were lower than expected last year and scores in socia studies were
perceived as unrealistic due to the high standards evidenced by the statewide percentile scores.
Theresult for Cypressis a sense of urgency to bring up math scores. The school hasimplemented a
supplemental mathematics basics program. Every teacher at the school, including the principal,
spends 45 minutes working with afew (7-8) students each morning. They hope that this
remediation will fill in the gaps in the students' previous mathematics instruction.

The need for remediation, as opposed to supplemental mathematics instruction, stems from
an assumption regarding the elementary school. Because the elementary school istested in reading
and science, it is assumed that those subjects take precedence in grades 2-4. There was certainly
some evidence to support emphasis of those subjects at the el ementary school, but clearly math and
socia studies were not omitted from the elementary curriculum. However, because the two
schools serve exactly the same population, differing student test scores cannot be the result of
differing demographics. Because communication between schoolsis poor, the search for reasons
for the undue differences in scores has led to rumor spreading and animosity. If one school does
better than the other, rumors abound of cheating the system or sabotaging the long-term curriculum
for quick gains on the assessment.

The need to improve test scores has caused Cypress to become much more overt in its
attempts to promote changesin instruction. Open-response questions were required on every test
this year and were to be turned in to the main office for verification. Student work was posted,

KDE/HUMRRO 17 June 2000



although lacking in quality (compared to the elementary school), on most of the classroom walls.
Professional development has emphasized open-response techniques and the creation and use of
scoring rubrics.

Cypress Middle School

The middle school contains the 7" and 8" grades. The facility has been added on to over
the years and the current floor plan spans two separate buildings. The older building, which was
once the high school, contains classrooms, the main office, and the gymnasium. The newer
building contains the cafeteria and another set of classrooms. The students were not divided such
that all their classes were in one building, so security was a concern for the school during class
changes. The classrooms themselves were covered in student work; however, most of the student
work was of low quality compared to other schools in the study and did not evidence the same
effort as the student work displayed at the elementary school.

Perhaps the most memorable portion of the visit was hearing about a sex education
program the school had recently adopted. In cooperation with the high school, the school has
begun a program aimed at convincing students to remain abstinent during their adolescence. The
students learn about human reproduction in science class and then attend a program that combines
discussions of sexually transmitted diseases held by local physicians, fun activities (dating
etiquette, attraction, etc.), and small group discussions with high school students. The program’s
existence is somewhat controversia given the conservative nature of the community. One of the
teachers explained that he was nervous about meeting with a parent because of the nature of what
the studentsin his class were studying.

Another program that distinguished this district involved frequent visits from district
personnel. The program was district-wide, but the focus seemed to be on this school. Briefly,
district persons visited the school, observed classes, and questioned students. Their questions
were fairly straightforward and included, “1—What are you learning? 2—Why are you learning it
(what useisit in thereal world)? 3—How do you know if you are doing well?” Students were
chosen to answer these questions individually and were expected to know the answers. Teachers
were making the answers to these questions very overt in their lessons. The principal explained
that the visitors could show up at the school at any time and provided no warning for the school.

Discipline problems at this school were similar to those found in most large rural middle
schoolsin this study. The principal focused on stories of problem teens and the variety of the
population the school served when we spoke with him. He seemed to be the person primarily
responsible for enforcing discipline at the school.

Dogwood County School District

Dogwood County is areasonably rural district in Southeastern Kentucky. The county
contains several elementary schools, but all of them feed into asingle large middle school. The
middle school islocated near the county seat, which is amedium sized town. Many of the
elementary schools, however, are very isolated. Several of the teachers we interviewed had
attended the same school in which they now taught and had gotten their teaching credentials through
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the small college located in the county.

The county was fairly new to theidea of curriculum aignment across grade levels. They
began implementing an alignment plan called the Core Knowledge’ two years ago, which seemsto
be a curriculum framework, similar to the Core Content. Evidently a good deal of effort was made
determining the degree to which the Core Knowledge matched the Core Content and incorporating
the two together.

Dogwood Elementary School

Dogwood Elementary is an old school located in a particularly poor areain the county.
The front door of the school opens into the gymnasium. Classrooms surround the gym, which is
noisy when it isin use, and the noise carriesinto the surrounding classrooms. Opposite the front
door, stairs lead down into a newer section of the school. More classrooms, the library, the
cafeteria, and the main office are in the newer section. Conduit runs along most of the walls of the
school, evidencing new phone lines and updated electrical service.

Teachers at the school were pleasant, although they seemed alittle nervous about having
visitorsin the building. The number of students per class was very different for different grades,
with some grades having as many as 30 and others asfew as 18. The teachers accepted this asthe
status quo, although no one gave a compelling reason for the disparity.

Computers and other evidence of technology were scarce at the school. Evidence of
prosperity (such as new desks, teaching materias, etc.) was sparse. Evidence of prosperity among
the students was also largely absent.

Instructional practices at the school were very similar to those seen in most other Kentucky
elementary schoolsin this study. Teacherstypically used very reform-friendly (cooperative
learning, inquiry, group participation and discussion, etc.) practices. Students were mostly on-task
and diligent in their work. The difficulty level of the lessons was comparable with other schools.
Perhaps the best way to describe the school isto say that it is an average rural Kentucky school
with a much higher than average proportion of impoverished students.

Dogwood County Middle School

The county middle school contained students from all the elementary schools. One teacher
explained that the county was divided into wealthy and poor sections, so while there was not the
concentrated poverty of Dogwood Elementary, the disparity of wealth among the studentsin
attendance came with its own set of challenges. One of those challenges was the perception among
the middle school staff that students receive very different elementary instruction depending on
which school they attended. Callsfor common textbooks and a unified curriculum were common
among middle school teachers. One explained, “They may not have had any science instruction in

" Core Knowledge is a curriculum alignment program created by the Core Knowledge Foundation. It stresses
consistent aligned teaching toward a shared curriculum. Moreinformation can be obtained at
http://www.coreknowledge.org.
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the past two years when they get to me. Then I’'m responsible for bringing them up to level before
the test.”

The school building itself was set up in pods. The seventh and eighth grades were very
separate in the school, each with its own wing of the building. Each pod was occupied by one
team, which included one socia studies teacher, one language arts teacher, and one math teacher.
The teans also had a science teacher, but science classes were taught in laboratory classrooms
that were in a separate pod. Another pod housed a shared set of computer |abs.

This school was very overt in its attempts to perform better on the Kentucky Core Content
Test. Their professional development opportunities were centered on content coverage/curriculum
alignment and improving students writing abilities. The Core Knowledge materials hung on the
walls of most classrooms and topics were checked off as they were covered. The school also
seemed to be experimenting with various academic programs, but hasn't had enough positive
results to gauge what is and is not effective. The principal described severa programs that had
been started over the past 2 years. The process of deciding what constitutes improvement at
Dogwood County Middle was not dissimilar to the process many other schools participating in the
study have undergone. They just seemed to be a couple of years behind many of the more
successful schools.

Participant Demographics
Table 4 lists the total number of elementary and middle school teachersinterviewed during
the study. Table 5 contains data regarding the average number of years teaching experience

reported by the participating teachers.

Table 4. Teachers Interviewed During Study

Total Science Social Studies Other
Middle Schools 127 62 61 4
Elementary School s* 101

*Note: Elementary schools rarely had teachers who taught only science or social studies.
Attempts to categorize them as such would be misleading and are omitted from thistable. Middle
school numbers refer to teachers who taught at least one science or social studies course.

Table 5. Average Number of Years Teaching Experience

All Teachers | Science Teachers Social Sudies Teachers

Middle Schools 10.9 10.2 115

Elementary Schools* 12.1

*Note: Elementary schools rarely had teachers who taught only science or social studies.
Attempts to categorize them as such would be mideading and are omitted from thistable. Middle
school numbers refer to teachers who taught at least one science or socia studies course.

Findings
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This portion of the study isdivided into six sections. Sections represent major themes or
topics that emerged from the data collected. Each section contains subtopics that more specifically
represent the information provided by participants.

TheInfluence of CATS
Not Much has Changed Snce Last Year

Thefirst important finding from conducting this research was that schooling was continuing
in much the same manner as last year in the 31 participating schools. Widespread programmatic
changes have not occurred as a response to the changeover from KIRISto CATS. Schools were
continuing the practices with which they had enjoyed success and were making minor adjustments
in much the same way they made adjustments when they received KIRI S score reports.

Schools were still more likely to try to repair perceived weaknesses than to build upon
strengths. Schools examined the data they received via the Kentucky Core Content Test reports to
see what subject was lagging behind the others or what sub-content topic was declining. Each
weakness that was identified was attacked via professional development, program adoption,
remediation, hiring new school staff members, schedule alterations or other means. However,
once the weakness was supplanted in the data schools received, the methods that were used to
correct it were aimed at another target.

Students continue to spend agreat deal of their school day writing. Often they keep class
logs or journals. They are sometimes required to write reflective works related to the previous
day’slesson. When they work in groups, the groups typically hand in alab report or some other
written product. The reduction in portfolio requirements has not greatly diminished the emphasis
placed on writing at the participating schools. Teachers report that they continue to spend a great
deal of time in the preparation of portfolio entries. Most schools have seen minor increasesin the
use of multiple-choice tests in the classroom and class time devoted to teaching multiple-choice
strategies.

The core subjects, language arts, mathematics, science, and socia studies, still make up
most of the curriculum at most schools. The Kentucky Core Content for Assessment remains the
document most cited in curriculum planning. Arts and Humanities and Practical Living/Vocational
Studies were receiving increased emphasis at many schools. Curriculum alignment efforts within
schools and districts continue, although some districts were only beginning the process while
others have comprehensive aignment plansin place.

Teachers Impressions of CATS

Most of the teachers we spoke with had positive things to say about the changesin the
testing system. They mentioned specifically the addition of the multiple-choice questions to the
calculation of the schools accountability indexes and the additional subcategories within the
Novice and Apprentice performance designations. It isimportant to note, however, that the
improvementsin the testing system were typically considered minor and their recognition by
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teachers does not represent a high level of support. Teachers typically couched their statements by
adding “It'sastep in theright direction,” or “It’s alittle better than before, but...”

Teachers remain skeptical concerning the testing system. While the shift from KIRIS to the
Kentucky Core Content Test dealt with a good number of teachers concerns about testing and
accountability, others have not been sufficiently addressed. Many teachers till harbor concerns
about testing different cohorts of students each year, the effects of population demographics, test
administration procedures, and other issues that limit their support for the new system.

Other teachers were quick to say that they were misded into believing the Kentucky Core
Content Test would be new. “We were promised a new test, but its just the same old test with a
different cover,” was a common protest. One teacher from Dogwood quipped, “ They think we're
stupid and that we wouldn’t notice that it's just the same old test.” The notion that KDE had
deceived schools into believing in changes in the system that were not genuine was another
common theme when teachers discussed the new test.

A smaller group of teachers claimed that the test was improved considerably for reasons
that are not supported by the changes in the system. At least afew of the teachers claimed that the
test was better because the questions were more specific and more focused. They evidently did
not realize that all of the “live” items on the test were included on the previous KIRIS assessment.
Theitem pool for the test was the same except for pretest items that do not count toward student
scores or school accountability indexes at al. 1t seemsthat for a select minority, the belief that the
test was new was sufficient to cause the attribution that it was also improved.

Teacher Practices

Teacher practices have not changed a great deal since last year. In fact, many teachers
with whom we had spoken previoudly did not bring assessment materials to the interview because
they had given them to uslast year and had not changed them. Changes the teachers did describe
were often continuati ons of programs that were begun last year or earlier. An exception to this
rule was the multiple-choice strategy |essons that many teachers had added to their curriculum this
year.

Classroom Practices
Reading and Writing

Most of the schools participating in the study had some program in place to promote better
student reading and writing. Some had hired special teachers who focused on remedia reading.
Others had dedicated portfolio workshops where students were either peer-tutored or smply given
additional time and resources to work on portfolio entries. At least two of the participating
schools had more language arts teachers per student than teachers per student in other classes.

This allowed for smaller language arts classes where students coul d receive more individual
attention. A few of the participating schools also had more class time devoted to language arts
than other subjects to allow the teachers to conduct individual student conferences and to give
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students more time for completing portfolios. Many of the schools had adopted the Accelerated
Reader program.

The reasons behind the creation or adoption of these programs were really very simple.
Schools count on the test being skewed toward reading and writing skills. Numerous principals
and teachers explained that it does not matter how good a math student a child isif she can not read
and understand the questions and express her thoughts on paper. Some teachers expanded thisline
of reasoning by claiming that the test was biased toward good writers. The requisite reading and
writing skills are seen as abarrier for many students who “know the right answer, just not how to
answer it.” Low scoresin other subjects were seen to reflect this lack of reading and writing
skills rather than a deficiency in mathematics, science, or social studies.

Portfolio Requirements

Nearly al of the teachers we interviewed during the course of this study cited the reduction
in portfolio requirements as a positive change in the testing and accountability system. Some
teachers were adamant that the portfolios should be eliminated altogether. The most common
complaints about the portfolios included the time factor, which many teachers viewed astime
taken away from content instruction, and the reliability of grading the pieces once they were
complete. Teachers pointed out the biases each reader must necessarily bring to the evaluation
process.

Perhaps surprisingly, severa teachers at the elementary level told us that they still used
portfolios in mathematics. They spent less time on them now compared to when they were
evaluated, but they ill required students to complete them. Many of these teachers valued the
portfolio as ateaching tool but not as an accountability component. They claimed that they spent
much less time polishing the portfolio pieces in class, that the pieces were generally much shorter
than before, and that the review processes they used were not nearly as extensive as before. Many
other teachers, however, stopped using the mathematics portfolio as soon as it was dropped from
the testing and accountability system.

Despite the reduction in the number of writing portfolio pieces required for each student,
most teachers explained that the amount of time spent completing the pieces had not been
appreciably reduced. There were essentially two schools of thought that have sustained the time
factor for completing portfolios. The first was that the more time students had to work on
portfolios the better they would be. Teachers who believed this spent the additional time they
would have used completing another entry in polishing and editing the pieces that were required.
Students spent the same amount of time; they just took longer to complete each entry. The other
likely reason the time factor has not been reduced was that several teachers use a* best evidence’
system, where each student chooses the best work from several potentia portfolio entries done
throughout the year. These students smply chose one less entry, leaving the time allotted for this
work essentially unchanged.

Portfolios Versus On-Demand Writing

Many elementary teachers expressed that they had not had much successin raising on-
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demand writing scores. They often explained that they were spending more time writing in class
than ever before, but the change in scores did not reflect the changesin emphasis. Several school-
wide initiatives designed to improve reading and writing were described very positively by these
teachers, but the common perception was that those initiatives were improving reading scores,
portfolio scores, and perhaps other content area scores. Preparing students to perform well on the
on-demand section remained mysterious for many of the participating teachers.

Many teachers interpreted low scores on the on-demand section of the Kentucky Core
Content Test and high scores on portfolios as evidence of alack of accuracy in grading both
sections. The same criteria were used to judge both types of writing, although the preparation time
for the on-demand writing was necessarily much shorter. They explained that if their students
could write well on one form, then those skills should carry over. They elaborated that they
worried about scoring accuracy, scorer bias, regional interpretations of the questions that could
lead to lower scores, and other concerns. In some schools a high on-demand score compared to
portfolio scores was interpreted as a lack of diligence in preparing the portfolios. In others,
however, there was an apparent expectati on for standards to be norm-referenced and to be uniform
across al tests, including portfolios. Roughly the same proportion of students were expected to
score proficient on the on-demand section of the test as on the portfolios. Because the on-demand
scores were typically lower than portfolio scores, either the test was considered inaccurate or the
apparent lack of progress on the on-demand section was interpreted as an indication of the state’s
unreasonable expectations. Several of the teachers expressed that they had very little confidence
in the on-demand writing scores.

Multiple Choice

Instructional emphasis was still clearly focused on writing, but many schools reported
using more multiple-choice questions on assessments and for regular class assignments. Most
teachers were quick to point out that they had never completely abandoned multiple choice asa
method, but that they had reduced it more and more in the years after KERA was implemented.
One principal joked during Phase 1 of this study that the Scantron grading machine the school had
purchased in 1990 was essentially unused until recently (Thacker et al., 1999).

Teachers who eliminated or nearly eliminated multiple choicein their classrooms
explained that their students didn’t have any experience answering those types of questions. Many
of them taught a special “how to answer a multiple-choice question class’ last year and have plans
to do so thisyear. The classestypically included practice limiting choices and some testing
strategies for questions that were completely unknown. Always guessing the same | etter, reading
all answers before choosing one, and other ssimple strategies were being reintroduced in these
classrooms.

Breadth of Core Content Requirements for Science and Social Studies

A consistent concern among science and social studies teachers participating in this study,
aswell as those participating in previous studies (Thacker, Hoffman, & Koger, 1998), was that the
Core Content for Assessment is too broad to effectively cover. Teachers reported that they were
forced to choose between breadth and depth of coverage when they planned their curriculums.
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This balance is a continual dilemmain the design of any curriculum, however the high stakes
accountability system coupled with areasonably prescriptive set of curriculum guides make it
especidly troublesome in Kentucky.

Science teachers pointed out the large number of topicsincluded in the Core Content for
Assessment as an indication of the overwhelming scope of the curriculum. They claimed they felt
responsible for teaching biology, chemistry, meteorology, physics, astronomy, ecology, and other
sciences to students in a single year while any one of those topics might be better suited to its own
course or group of courses. They responded to these perceived responsibilities by ether teaching
afew of the topics and hoping that the test content matched their curriculum guesses, or by teaching
only asurface level overview of all thetopics. Some teachers pointed out that curriculum
alignment efforts had ameliorated this dilemma, but that it was still amajor concern.

Social studies teachers were confounded by the scope of their curriculum in another way.
Most had received training in only one of the five areas comprising the socia studies core content.
They find themselves responsible for teaching history, government, economics, culture, and
geography when they might have been trained to teach only one or two of those topics. Many
socia studies teachersin this study reported that they smply didn’t have thetimein classto teach
students the history of the particular timeline they had been assigned and incorporate all the other
aspects required by the core content.

Arts and Humanities and Practical Living/VVocational Studies

Although not afocus of our interview questions, issues related to Arts and Humanities and
Practical Living/Vocationa Studies regularly emerged during our interviews. Several
participating schools described a large emphasis on Arts and Humanities and/or Practical
Living/Vocational Studies. In the current system the two tests each have half as many items asthe
other subject tests and all the questions count. Together they account for roughly the same portion
of the school’ s accountability index as one “core” subject.

The Arts and Humanities test contains questions referring to dance, music, artwork, theater,
architecture, philosophy, and other topicstypically included in discussion of the Arts or the
Humanities. The Practical Living/Vocational Studies test contains questions referring to health
issues, career planning, budgeting, sports, personal responsibility, safety and accident prevention,
and other topics. These tests are given to studentsin the 5" 8", and 10" grades.

Most schools did not teach classes specifically devoted to Arts and Humanities or
Practical Living/Vocational Skills. Instead, students were expected to learn about those topicsin
their regular classes, through extra-curricular activities, outside school, or through classes
centered on one of the topicsincluded under the umbrella of Arts and Humanities or Practical
Living/Vocational Skills. Those classes were typically not taught as frequently as the core
subjects, but made up a substantial portion the total curriculum for many students. They included
band/music, art, health and physical education, and others. Many of those classes were not
required and were only taken by a small portion of the student body. Specialty teachers, who may
not be full-time faculty members, often taught them. One school was very proud of the art teacher
that they shared with another school in the district. The art teacher spent about three days per
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week at the school and rotated through the “regular” teachers classrooms aswell asleading an
after-school art program. Student paintings were prominently displayed in the lunchroom of the
school.

Severd participantsin this study related that they felt that they had done all they could to
improve test scoresin the past. Schools looked toward Arts and Humanities and Practical
Living/Vocationa Studiesasa“new area.” While student scoresin the other subjects may have
plateaued despite the best efforts of the staff, there was an expectation that scores on these subjects
would improve if similar measures were taken. Toward that end, we have seen schools that have
decorated their walls with famous works of art, schools that have posted dance movements in their
classrooms, schools operating small businesses with students as employees, elaborate art studios,
music rooms, student-operated television stations, or vocational/technical workstations (separate
from the more common computer rooms). The amount of resources and the expenditure of energy
required maintaining the programs that correspond to these school assets were often extreme. The
return on these investmentsin terms of test scores was largely unknown, but it seemed clear that
many schools expect their scores to improve due to these efforts.

Professional Devel opment

Professional development, or in-servicetraining, is one of the few avenues that schools
have for altering instructional practices among teachers who are already in the classroom. When
teachers were asked whether their schools had created any professional development opportunities
in response to the Kentucky Core Content Test scores they typically responded in the affirmative.
Thiswas not surprising given previous research on the relationship between KIRIS and
professional development (Borko, Elliot, & Uchiyama, 1999; McDiarmid, David, Kannapel,
Corcoran, & Coe, 1997; Thacker, Koger, & Koger, 1998). There was, however, a subtle shift in
the type of professional development activities the teachers at many schools described.

When teachers described their professional development experiencesin a previous
HuUmRRO study (Thacker, Koger & Koger, 1998), they would amost invariably describe the four-
column method, power verbs, writing and/or assessing open-response questions, or other similar
programs. These programs were designed to improve student test scores by making the students
better able to respond to the format of the test. They cross all subject areas and were perceived to
be beneficial for al teachers. Many schoolsin this study were till focusing their attention on this
type of program. Others have shifted their emphasis to be more content specific and seem more
interested in the content of the test than in its format.

Fairness | ssues
Accountable Grade Teachers

The Kentucky accountability system was designed to work at the school level. Education
was assumed to be cumulative and all teachers were assumed to contribute to the eventual
composite accountability index irrespective of the grade they teach. The pressure to improve was
supposed to be spread throughout the education system through a rewards and sanctions/assistance
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system. Presumably, each teacher at a school was expected to contribute to the overall betterment
of the instructional quality and the eventual test scores of the students at the school.

These expectations are not played out in exactly this manner in most public schools
however. Teachersin the accountable (tested) grades have been under a tremendous amount of
pressure to bring up test scores (Wolf & Mclver, 1999; Wolf & Borko, 1999), while teachersin
other grades could afford to take a more distant view of the accountability system.

A common concern among teachers in accountable grades was that students come to them
unprepared and unable to perform at grade-level. Many reported that their students arrive with
poor skillsand poor vocabulary. A rigorousinstructiona program, designed to improve test
scores, was beyond the experience and ability of many of their students. These teachers were,
therefore, forced to take time from their planned curriculums for remediation.

Some schools were much more overt in the ways that they pressured the accountable-grade
teachers than others. Cypress County District performed a secondary analysis of the data by
individual teacher. They used the data to create performance ratings for each teacher that included
an overal rating and level of improvement. They used the subscores to determine how the teacher
should focus her professional development time. School officials also used the data to focus
assistance and scrutiny of individual teacher’ s instructional practices.

The Cypress district office also put pressure on accountable-grade teachers to improve. They
performed surprise inspections of classrooms and asked students questions regarding the value of
their assgnments. If the students gave unsatisfactory answers to those questions, even more
pressure was brought to bear on the teachers.

Cohort Effects

The phenomenon of the atypical classwas still seen asathreat to the validity of CATS by
many of the participating teachers. Teachers frequently told of studentsin the past yearsthat just
“got it” quicker than the current students. The practice of setting baselines and determining goals
based on those baselines was seen as aweakness if you happened to have a*“ gifted” baseline
group. The teachers who knew that the baselines were being reset based on the interim
accountability cycle were skeptical, especialy if their particular group of students were
performing at or above expectations.

A few principals and teachers explained to us that it might be advantageous to set alow
baseline score deliberately during this cycle. The penalties for low performance have been
greatly reduced and having alow baseline would seemingly make gains easier for the subsequent
years. All of these participants explained that they were not planning to sabotage the testing
system in thisway, but often claimed that they were worried that other schools might.

Many of the study participants viewed whether a class was low performing or high
performing as a phenomenon of the class rather than the teacher. Luck determined if the school set
ahigh or low baseline. Luck, by association, was also viewed as controlling the likelihood that a
school would improve or decline. The cohort effect, whether real or imagined, was a serious
issue for many teachers and it remains a threat to the perceived validity of the testing system.
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Standards Seem Inconsistent by Subject

Standards in science and social studies were amajor concern with many of the teachers
and principals who participated in this study. Their concerns stemmed primarily from the fact that
very few students score in the top two proficiency categories in those subjects compared to
mathematics and reading. Less than 1 percent of fourth- and seventh-grade students scored
Distinguished on the Kentucky Core Content Test in science. Less than 6 percent of fourth-grade
science students were classified as Proficient and Distinguished combined. In seventh grade the
total percentage of students scoring in the Proficient or Distinguished categories combined was
less than one half of 1 percent. Lessthan 1 percent of fifth- and eighth-grade students were
classified as Distinguished on the social studiestest. Nine percent of fifth-graders and 12 percent
of eighth-graders were classified as Proficient on the social studiestest. School staff members
were quick to point out that the sub-categories within the Novice and Apprentice categories were a
positive change in the system, but they remain convinced that the standards for science and social
studies are unreasonably high despite the additional points now available.

Severd teachers argued that they didn’t believe scores in science and socia studies would
ever reach an average Proficient score. In both elementary and middle schools, scores in those
subjects have not improved at as great arate as in mathematics and reading. The contributions of
teachers in those subjects toward school-level rewards and sanctions/assi stance were often
ambiguous or poorly articulated. This seemsto have led to abacklash in at least one school where
attention paid to those subjects has waned in favor of subjects that were perceived to be more
likely to raise school scores. The eighth-grade science teachers described themselves as the “ red-
headed stepchildren” of the accountability system. They were instructed to spend alarge amount
of their class time teaching topics associated with arts and humanities or practical
living/vocational studies. The classes were science in name, but their curriculum had more to do
with health and other tangentially related topics.

In another school, a seventh-grade social studies teacher explained that his curriculum had
suffered recently because of the emphasis on language arts at the school. He mentioned that the
language arts teachers had fewer students per class and more time was allotted for each language
artsclass. A larger portion of school funds was devoted to purchasing language arts supplies and
for funding professional development in language arts.  Socia studies, mathematics, and science
teachers were being asked to add the arts and humanities and practical living/vocational studies
curriculum to their classes despite complaints that the science and social studies curriculum is
already too broad to teach effectively. The principal at the school explained that the reasoning
behind the emphasis on language arts was a response to the format of thetest. Sincethetest hasa
large open-response component, language arts was perceived to transcend subject area. Strong
language arts skills were seen as a means to improve all subject scores and the ability to write
seemed more important at the school than content area knowledge.

Sandards and Fairness Across Grade Levels

Many teachers were also quick to point out that the standards were apparently not the same
across grade levels. They meant by that statement that the percentages of studentsin each
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performance category were very different in elementary, middle, and high school. Middle school
teachers were most vocal about the disparity. On teacher explained, “ They didn’t suddenly get
dumber when they got to middie school and then get smarter again when they left. The differences
areinthetest, not in the kids.”

Technol ogy/Resour ce Equity

The Kentucky Education Reform Act was implemented due to disparitiesin funding among
Kentucky’s public schools. KERA was designed, in large part, as a method of “leveling the
playing field.” Since the beginning of the reform effort, the funding gaps between the state's
wealthiest and poorest schools have been greatly reduced. The amount of funding available for
school improvement is at an all-time high in Kentucky (Cody & Guskey, 1997). Professiona
development funding has improved more than twenty-fold (McDiarmid et al., 1997). The
technology initiatives have allowed nearly every school in the state to access the Internet, word-
process portfolio entries, and many have even established their own web-sites. It seems clear that
Kentucky’s schools are financially in better shape than they were before KERA.

Many of the disparities, however, remain. During the course of this research we visited a
school with an Internet connection for roughly every 2 students in the building. We also visited a
school with a severely leaking roof and very little of the obvious technology emphasis seen at most
Kentucky schools. How disparities such as this one affect students' opportunity to learnis
unknown.

Thisis not to say that the gap between richer and poorer schools in Kentucky hasn't been
reduced. It merely illustrates that the differences between schools have not been completely
eiminated. Since the disparity between students opportunitiesto learn led the original system of
education in Kentucky to be declared unconstitutional, it would seem prudent to continue
monitoring the realization of students’ opportunities at representative schools.

School Sanctions

Schools awaiting sanctions for testing violations were unsure about their fates. At least
two of the schools participating in this study had violated testing procedures. They had reported
their error and were awaiting a decision regarding their scores. The principals at these schools
were unsure when they would receive a decision, what the possible ramifications of that decision
might be, what penalties were likely, or even how that test administration penalties would affect
baseline scores. One went so far as to comment that the penalties might actually be good for the
school, since alower baseline would make it much easier to appear to have improved.
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Test Score Analysis|ssues
Sub-content scores

Each Kentucky public school received a set of data regarding the calculation of their
accountability index. It included student test scores, proficiency categories, and percentile rankings
from the Kentucky Core Content Test. In addition to those measures, sub-content scores were also
included. Sub-content scores refer to student performance within each subject-level test. If a
domain is defined as social studies, there are several sub-domains under that heading. For
instance, the social studies test might include sub-content scores for culture, economics, history,
government, or others. This year sub-content scores aso included scores for sections within each
sub-domain. These scores were even more specific. They fall under the other sub-categories.

For instance, government might have a section on county, state, and federal government.

These scores were produced at the school level. Students only take one of the six forms of
the Kentucky Core Content Test, and results from all forms were required for this level of detail.
Arts and Humanities and Practical Living/Vocational Studies were not reported at the section level
due to the smaller number of questions on those tests, but were reported by sub-domain. The
reliability of sub-content scores is necessarily less than the reliability of the proficiency categories
due to the smaller number of questions they rely on and the smaller number of students at any one
school who might have answered the questions on which they are based. The validity of those
scores depends, of course, on the use of the scores at the school and classroom levels.

Score Analysis and Instructional Practice

Teachers very rarely described changes in their teaching pedagogy that had come about as
aresult of the switch from KIRISto CATS. If their school had enjoyed some successin the
system, they reported that they were continuing with those practices that had proven to be effective.
If their scores were not as high as they felt they should be, the reasons were typically described as
beyond their control. Student population, parent apathy, and poor preparation in the lower grades
were all examples of the external factors that teachers reported as limiting their ability to make the
kind of improvements called for by the CATS system. While this study was not designed to
estimate the extent to which those factors influence student scores, it demonstrates that the
displacement of control surrounding student scores has limited the changes in pedagogy attempted
by the teachers at some schools.

The changes in practices that teachers did describe were subtle and typically appeared to
be short-term responses to testing format changes rather than changes representing a shift in
pedagogy. Many teachers have begun teaching students strategies for answering multiple choice
guestions. Those lessons were typically scheduled near the testing window and usually only
occupied a couple of class periods. They were often described as one means of examining student
results on scrimmage tests.

Changes in teaching content as a response to CATS were usually described in terms of the
sub-content scores. A typical response from science teachers asked about changes in their
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teaching practices related to the test was, “I’m emphasizing life science more this year because our
scores weren't as good in that area. We' ve aways done well in life science until this year, and
the kids seem to grasp it easier than the other subjects, so | don’t understand how we could have
dropped in that area.”

Score Analysis and Professional Devel opment

Several teachers explained that the sub-content scores were used to plan professional
development aswell. They described the contribution of the sub-content scores to the construction
of the Consolidated Plan and their own individual professiona development plans. For instance,
because one school’ s economics sub-content score had dropped, teachers from all areas were sent
for training in teaching economics. The school then required that each teacher spend part of the
year teaching economicsin their classes.

Sub-content scores and Program Decisions

Some of the participating schools had discontinued programs based on student performance
in asub-content area. Despite teacher reports regarding the high effectiveness of some programs,
their continued existence was threatened by a decline in the sub-content score most closely
associated with the program. For instance, a school explained that an elaborate integrated
program on the various world cultures, culminating in a“cultural fair,” supported by students,
teachers, parents, and community members was unlikely to be continued because scores on
“culture” went down thisyear. The attribution made by the teacher was that the students had not
gotten a broad enough exposure to all the cultures, but had instead concentrated primarily on the
one that they researched, displayed, and presented. The program will likely to be replaced with a
broad overview of the several cultures studied during class time.

Earlier Score Release

Recelving the test scores earlier in general, and the sub-scores in particular, was
perceived as an improvement in the overall testing and accountability system. Teachers reported
that they could dter their curriculum, adjust their patterns of emphasis, and adjust the order in
which topics were covered in the classroom prior to the next administration of the test. Many
expressed that they would try to address deficits in student knowledge prior to the test
administration.

Test Score Interpretation

The changes in the accountability and testing system have caused the state to issue serious
cautions regarding the comparability between 1998 KIRIS scores and 1999 Kentucky Core Content
Test scores. Many schools have therefore limited their data analysis to comparison with the state
average. Thislevel of analysisis certainly appropriate and is not anew practice. Many schools
reported that they had always used the relationship of their own scores compared to the state
average in their analyses. Some schools also compared themselves to other schoolsin their
regions, but were often not sure how to interpret the results.

KDE/HUMRRO 31 June 2000



Conversion of Scoresto the KIRIS Scale

The need for data from which to plan or, more importantly, the need for data to show that
your strategies are “data driven” isrequired in Kentucky. Schools are required to produce a
Consolidated Plan for improvement as a part of KERA. In the Consolidated Plan are strategic
initiatives designed to improve the educational opportunities and therefore the test scores of
students. It is not enough that those initiatives are soundly reasoned, they must be data driven, and
the data that drive the changes must be identified in the text of the plan. Schools have cometo rely
on test data to serve these purposes.

The test shows strengths and weaknesses by subject, and through the sub-scores, at even
more specific levels. By examining trends in student scores, schools can choose to continue, alter,
or eliminate programs. In addition, schools use the scores to justify the expense of programs that
are purchased from external sources. Whether the use of this data for these purposesisjustified or
not, the system has created a reliance on the data for meeting its own requirements. As one teacher
jokingly put it, “They tel us not to compare the data from this year to last year, but then they
require trend data as part of the Consolidated Plan. Which should we do, make the comparison or
not?’

Perhaps it was this need for data, which led some districts to create a mathematical
formulato calculate what each school’ s index would have been under the old system. Schools
then compared scores from last year to this year and determined if they had improved, declined, or
maintained their standing on the test. This data was then used to determine trends by subject.

The actual calculation used to determine what the scores might have been on the old test
were not available, so no judgments regarding their accuracy were possible. However, the
accuracy of these calculationsis suspect due to the difficult nature of scaling and equating scores
from year to year and the various changes in the testing system. The changes were so severe that
the state did not perform (or require of the testing company) the same kind of linking and equating
asinthe past. Instead they chose to use an equipercentile formulato create cut points for assigning
proficiency categoriesto Arts and Humanities and Practical Living/Vocational Studies. The rest
were equated using the multiple-choice items. Scoring drift was not analyzed for openresponse
items. The Kentucky Department of Education also issued warnings that the two tests were
different and were not comparable (KDE, 1999a).

Early Release of Scores— mpact for Individual Teachers

Nearly all the teachers interviewed reported that receiving the test scores earlier was a
positive change in the testing system. “The earlier the better,” was a common theme among
teachers and principals. When asked for reasons that receiving the test earlier was helpful,
however, answers were often vague and rarely depicted any concrete changes in the curriculum or
teaching practices. “We can plan what to do earlier now,” or “We know what we need to work on
earlier,” or “It was good to get the scores earlier as validation that we' re doing agood job,” were
typical answersto this question. Follow-up questions rarely resulted in more specific answers.

Although this study occurred at |east one month (at most three months) after the test scores
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were released, one school still had not released the results to itsteachers. What little information
they had came from the newspaper. The principal at the school explained that the scores were still
being analyzed at the district level and would be explained to teachers during an upcoming staff
meeting. Other schools explained that they were still performing analysis, but they had released
enough information to allow teachers to gauge their progress.

Diagnostic Use of Test Scores

One of the major advantages of schools receiving test scores earlier was that the scores
might be used to diagnose deficiencies among individua students. Thiswas especially true of
fifth- and eighth-grade students, since those students were typically till attending the school that
received their fourth- and seventh-grade results. So, every fifth- and eighth-grade teacher received
at least science and reading scores for their current students.

Only afew of the teachers participating in this study reported that they had used the datain
any meaningful way. Many had not seen the scores of their current students at all, and a number of
teachers reported that they did not want to see their students’ results. When asked why they didn’t
want to see the scores, they explained that knowing the scores might limit their expectations for
individual student performance. Pre-judging a student might cause them to settle for work that was
not the best the student could produce. “Oh, Johnny isaNovice. Thisis probably the most I'll get
from him,” as one teacher put it, is a phrase that isto be avoided at all costs.

The other reason that teachers were leery of making curricular and instructional decisions
based on the Kentucky Core Content Test was that they are still skeptical about itsvalue. Not only
were teachers skeptical regarding the correlation of scoresin science and reading to performance
in social studies, but also they were concerned that the scores might not even represent ability in
science and reading. Stories of very able students scoring poorly on the test and vice versa have
led several teachers to question the value of an individual student’ stest scores. “I know the
students better than the test,” was a common response to this line of questioning.

When teachers did report using the test scores of individual students, they typically fell into
one of two categories. One group used the scores to identify how students performed on specific
released questions. When alarge number of students performed poorly on a particular question,
the teachers focused on the content of that question in their curriculum. These teachers explained
that they hadn’t used the scores yet because they had only received an overall score for each
student. Many were still awaiting a question-by-question breakdown of the data.

The other tactic teachers employed using the individual student scores was to ability group
the students based on the data. This occurred at some schools by classroom, either by grouping
students homogeneoudly by ability in classes, or by purposefully ensuring the heterogeneity of
classes by separating similar ability students. At other schools the ability grouping was done in
the classroom. Classroom teachers described efforts to make sure that two Novice students were
not paired together for peer tutoring or cooperative learning. At the classroom level, none of the
participating teachers described a scheme for grouping students homogeneously.

Test Administration |ssues
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Teacher and Student Testing Requirements

In addition to the challenges represented by the content of the Kentucky Core Content Test,
teachers often referred to the administration of the test as a source of undue stress and difficulty. A
version of the test was administered to every student in the 4™, 5™, 7" 8" 10", and 11™ grades.
Students who were absent from school during test administration were required to make up the test
when they returned. Only very seriousillnesses, verified by a physician, exempted students from
taking the te<t.

This creates a variety of problems for schools and teachers. First, nearly all schoolswill
have some student absences on the days of the test. Those students are required to take the test
when they return, so they must miss their normal classes during testing. In addition, they must be
supervised during the taking of the test, which occupies staff members beyond the normal testing
window.

These requirements do not seem excessive until implemented in a high-stakes
accountability system, with severe penalties for test administration errors, that uses the type of test
represented by the Kentucky Core Content Test. First, the test is not timed. Students may linger
over questions for avery long time. This creates a great deal of added chaos compared with more
traditional timed tests. Once the vast mgority of students finish, the remaining few must be
supervised, and are typically routed to a central location to complete the test. They are not
allowed to discuss any part of the test with each other, which requires them to finish each portion
of the test in one session. Teachers at one school explained that they were required to bring food
in to some students, otherwise completing the test in one session would have caused them to miss
lunch. The students ate in isolation from one ancther, while supervised, and returned to the test
immediately afterward.

Second, the test has both a multiple-choice and a writing component. Students may
therefore require more materials than the typical number two pencilsin order to complete the test.
If the students use scrap paper for some form of prewriting or organizing before they commit their
answers to thelir test booklets, that paper must meet with required criteria and be checked by test
administrators. Using paper with pre-drawn lines, similar to the paper students use with the 3-4
Column Method of organizing operntresponse writing, is sufficient to negate the scores of al the
students supplied with those papers. These are sheets of paper with two vertical lines drawn on
them; no words supplied at all. One of the schools participating in this study was penalized last
year for exactly thisviolation. Ironically, Power Verbs and the 3-4 Column Method are
legitimately posted on the walls of nearly every classroom we visited.

The scrap paper, evenif it is perfectly within alowable parameters, creates another
problem. Test security isdifficult to maintain in the best of circumstances. When students
construct their answersto alarge component of the test outside the test booklet, the problem
becomes more severe. Supposedly, the scraps of prewriting are collected and destroyed;
however, this procedure is not verified by classroom. If a student has difficulty answering a
particular question, it stands to reason that she might bring the topic to the attention of her teachers.

Other problems associated with the administration of the test exist, including the
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mechanical problems of getting the test to schools, collecting the booklets once the test is
administered, and other organizational and procedural issues. There are also issues that arise
sporadically at schools that require special attention even though these instances are isolated and
rare. The phone service center (a help line for questions related to testing and accountability)
reported that one school described a student becoming so distraught that he became sick and threw
up on the test booklet. Thisis not asituation covered explicitly in the test administration manual.
Another school requested permission to collect portfolio materials from a student who was
attending the funeral of aclose family member. These examples are extreme, but the high-stakes
nature of the accountability system has caused some schools to resort to extreme measures to
ensure that scores are as high as they can possibly be and that they avoid test administration
penalties.

Test Administration for Sudents with Disabilities

Kentucky was very ambitiousin its determination of which students to exclude from taking
the state accountability test. It created a standard of inclusion instead of a set of exclusion criteria.
Kentucky is one of the very few states that have an aternate assessment system that permits
participation by students with severe disabilities. Kentucky’s system has been touted as a model
for other statesin thisregard (Y sseldyke, Thurlow, Erikson, Gabrys, Haigh, Trimble, & Gong,
1996). All public school students are to be included in the testing process, including students with
disabilities. Those students with learning disabilities so severe that they have no access to the test
forms, even with accommodations, are required to complete an alternate portfolio. Those with
less severe disabilities are provided large print test booklets, readers, Braille versions of the test,
scribes who write for the student, or other accommodations to allow them to complete the test.

In schools with alarge population of disabled students, these accommodations require a
substantial investment of staff time and often require the school to recruit or hire outside for help.
Readers and scribes necessarily work one-on-one with the students throughout a testing process
that can span more than aweek. Schools are forced to search for the additional staff members
required for testing these students.

In addition to the effort required just getting students tested, large populations of students
with disabilities gives schools another stigma. The validity and reliability of KIRIS and now the
Kentucky Core Content Test have typically been examined on a systemwide scale (Hambleton,
Jaeger, Koretz, Linn, Millman, & Phillips, 1995; Koretz & Barron, 1998) or, more recently, for
individual students and schools (Hoffman & Wise, 1999). The validity and reliability of the test
for students who take it with some form of accommodation islargely unknown (Koretz &
Hamilton, 1999).

Test Security

The security of the Kentucky Core Content Test questionsis amajor concern. Some of the
precautions taken to ensure the security of the test include the use of multiple forms, tight control of
the testing window, counts of the forms taken before and after testing, secure test form
construction, and others. These precautions are necessary because the items can be reused for
several test administrations during their life cycle.
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Thelife cycle of a Kentucky Core Content Test item begins once it iswritten. The
procedures for writing and editing test items have varied dightly over the years, but for the sake of
argument we will assume that the item is secure at this stage. Before the item can be included in
the accountability calculation, however, it must be field-tested. Thisis done by placing it on an
existing form of the Kentucky Core Content Test (and previoudy on the KIRIS test), but not
counting the results of that item as a part of thetest. If theitemisjudged to be of sufficient merit
and/or needs only minor editing, it isincluded as aworking item the next year. This meansthat the
item has been “exposed” or sent to schools during testing one time prior to itsinclusion. Other
items are judged to be of poor quality and eliminated before they can become working items, so
exposure of theseitemsis of no consequence. Still other items are judged to be of sufficient merit
to be salvaged, although not ready to become aworking item. Those items are edited and field-
tested again. This means that some items are sent to schools two times before they become
working items or are eliminated.

The Kentucky Core Content Test currently has six forms (barring Arts and Humanities and
Practical Living/Vocational Studies), with an initial plan to release one form per year®. Theitems
on the other forms are recycled and placed on the test again the following year. Therefore, many
items will be placed on the test for several years before they are released and retired. A single
item could be included on a school’ s accountability test for as many asfiveto six years. The
degree to which that item can be considered secure/secret is unknown, but certainly suspect
(Koretz & Barron, 1998).

Test item security isamajor concern for two primary reasons. Thefirst isthat the test
itself should be a valid and reasonable measure of student ability. This hinges on the test being a
fair representation of the skills and knowledge of the students. If the students' teachers were
aware of the content of the test, then they might teach toward that content specifically, and omit
portions of the curriculum that are not represented by test items. The degree to which this practice
is not uniform among teachers and schools creates a bias in the accountability system. Students at
those schools more adept at adopting a curriculum that closely matches the live test items would be
expected to perform better on the test. The test then becomes a measure of the schools' acuity at
mimicking the test itemsin their curriculum.

Based on comments that teachers volunteered when asked a variety of our questions, we
have little doubt that the actua content of the test influences the taught curriculum in many schools.
Severd teachers commented on specific questions that their students had difficulty with during
testing. One elementary teacher told us that she had never taught the phases of the moon to her
students specifically. They studied earth science and the moon, but never at the detail level of one
of the test questions. She stated that she would definitely cover that topic extensively in the
coming year because many of her students couldn’t answer the question and it wasn't fair to the
students who got that form. Another school’ s science department complained about the elimination
of aspecific question. They had purchased equipment to teach an elaborate weather unit because
of that question on the test. Since the question was not on the test this year, they felt that the

8 The release plan has been suspended in order to increase the item pool, meaning even longer life cycles for test
items.
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equipment and the time spent teaching the topic were wasted. The topic has aways been in the
Core Content, but the test itself caused the teachers at this middle school to make it apriority in
their curriculum.

Communication

Teaching has traditionally been viewed as something that occursin isolation. A survey
conducted in San Francisco public schoolsin 1972, for example, found that a majority of the
principals surveyed reported no day-to-day work relations among teachers of the same grades, and
83 percent of the principals reported no such exchanges among teachers of different grades (Meyer
& Rowan, 1983). More recent research continues to call for increased opportunities for teacher
interaction, aswell. Zemelman, Daniels, and Hyde (1993) state that “...teaching asit is organized
in this country has shockingly little room for professional conversation.” (p. 168). Thisisolation
can be further reinforced by the lack of external standards against which teachers can measure their
students performance, and by extension, their own schools performance.

In Kentucky, educators and legidlators realized the importance of having an external set of
standards when they established a statewide assessment as part of the Kentucky Education Reform
Act of 1990. For the first time, al public school students were held to the same standards, and
schools were held accountable for their students' performance. As schools struggled to raise their
scores to avoid sanctions, it became important to be able to overcome the mindset of isolation.
Instead, they needed to communicate with others to find out how best to meet the needs of their
students.

In the nearly 10 years since the passage of KERA, some aspects of communication have
improved in Kentucky’s public schools. For example, some schoolsin this study have eliminated
self-contained classrooms, in which one teacher is responsible for instruction in al subjects.
Instead, these schools have created teams of teachers who share responsibility for instructing the
same group of students. And some schools now provide their teachers with two planning
periods—an individual period and a common period that can be used with other teacherson a
team or grade level, or who teach the same subject. Other schools are making an effort to have
department-level meetings as well as grade-level meetings. These efforts at improved
communication within a school have not trandated across schools for the most part, however.

We examined communication problems—and some examples of their resol ution—that
occurred between schools. They include communication problems between:

“Feeder” schools within adistrict, which pass students through a* pipeline” from kindergarten
to high school graduation. This might be compared to a factory assembly line in the sense that
each level of school must receive a student cohort that has reached a certain academic standard
and, in turn, must help that cohort reach standards that prepare it for the next level.

Same-level schools within adistrict, such as al the elementary or middle schools within a
district.

Schools and agencies that are outside one’ s district.
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“Feeder” schools

As mentioned previously, accountable-grade teachers must necessarily rely on the teachers
in lower grades to prepare their students to meet the rigorous standards exemplified by the
Kentucky Core Content Test. Poor communication can impede the smooth transition of students
from grade to grade. CATS provides no impetus for schools to support each other’ s efforts to
improve, so when the lower grades are in another school, the problem is exacerbated.

The seventh-grade science teachers at Oak Junior High School offered a solution to this
problem. These teachers met this summer with al fifth- and sixth-grade teachers who teach science
in the district. The purpose of this meeting was to spell out what students needed to know before
coming to the seventh grade, especially in the area of physical science. The seventh-grade science
teacher had arranged for a one-day workshop that would review physical science concepts with
these teachers and she also prepared a box containing ssmple physical science experiments and
materials for each teacher to use in the classroom. Teachers at Walnut Elementary mentioned
similar efforts begun by a high school science teacher. Previoudly, the high school teacher had
visited elementary schools and had worked with their teachers, but the program had to be modified
somewhat this year. Instead of visiting schools, the high school teacher presented science
workshops to the el ementary teachers.

Although teachers in assessed grades complained about the lack of communication, it is
safe to say that teachers in non-assessed grades also recognized that communications problems
exist. Eighth-grade science teachers in Oak Junior High School, for example, understood that they
played no role in the accountability score of their school, since science is assessed at the seventh
grade and again at the 11" grade. They also understood that their students were likely to forget
what they learned in eighth grade by the time they take the 11" grade assessment. These teachers
said they have tried to discuss possible solutions with their high school counterparts, with little
success. Instead, they decided to emphasize science skills and procedural methods so students
could work more effectively when they got to high school. They recognized the problem and
attempted to find a solution for it on their own. However, until the high school science teachers
become part of the solution, they will remain skeptical about resolving the larger problem.

Oak’ s sixth-grade problem will be resolved soon, when a new middle school will replace
the old junior high building. The sixth grade will then be housed in the new building and will be
considered part of the middle school. Until then, teachers at Oak Elementary are doing what they
can to feel connected to the junior high school. A sixth-grade teacher who teaches science and
math, for example, spoke of having a mathematics textbook that was aligned with the junior high's
curriculum (it was unclear how the textbook selection had taken place), while a fifth-grade science
teacher mentioned the workshops that the seventh-grade science teachers presented.

Walnut County’ s sixth grade problem may not be so easily resolved. Both principals we
interviewed in Walnut County recognized the sixth-grade problem during the initial phase of this
study, which occurred in spring 1999. The middle school principa said that the sixth grade needed
to be at the middle school to help better prepare students for the middle school assessment.
However, he said that such a move would be unacceptable to parents of sixth-grade students, who
valued having their children stay in smaller, community-based schools rather than busing them to
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the middle school, which was perceived as being large and impersonal. The elementary principal
had offered to turn over supervision of his sixth-grade teachers to the middle school principal in
order to make them feel more connected to the middle school. Nothing had changed during the
second phase of the study.

Same-level Schools

While most of the emphasis on school communication appears to be in the “feeder” school
arena, we encountered one district in which elementary schools had made efforts to improve
communication between them. This was in the Oak |ndependent district, which has some of the
same characteristics of alarger, more urban district—and which must deal with higher levels of
student transience than might be expected. (During a 1998 visit to a school in Oak’ s neighboring
county district, amiddle school principal stated that many families at her school moved frequently
between trailer parks that competed with each other for tenants by offering better deals, such asa
month’ s free rent.)

Moving frequently is hard on students, both academically and emotionally, according to
Vail (1996), who reported that onein six third graders has been enrolled in at least three different
schools since the first grade. These children who move frequently—regardless of family income—
are also more likely to be below grade level in math and English and to repeat a grade, Vail
added. Transience has aso been shown linked to poor performance on the KIRIS assessment
(Medsker, 1998).

But student transience affects the classroom as well as the student. Vail (1996) also noted
that teachers with large numbers of transient students find that they get bogged down in trying to
“catch up” the transient student to where the rest of the classis, and the instructional pace thus
falters. Discipline problems also are more common in high transient classrooms, Vail reported, as
some segment of the class aways is less familiar with teacher expectations and classroom rules.

The Oak elementary schools are trying to lessen the impact of student transience by
working to develop a common elementary school curriculum around four major units. These units
would be taught at the same time during the school year. Under this system, those students who
move frequently during the school year would be less likely to repeat or to miss atopic when
switching schools.

Schools and Other Agencies Outside the District

As mentioned previoudy, schools had little reason to communicate with agencies or other
schools outside their district before the Kentucky Education Reform Act of 1990. Didtricts
operated in isolation, and there were few standards that all had to meet apart from having to spend
acertain amount of time on a particular task. With the advent of KERA, however, schools
throughott the state were being held to the same standards of performance and accomplishment.
Schools and districts were forced to pay attention to rising or falling assessment scores.

We cannot state with assurance that schools are communicating more frequently with other
schools and agencies than they previoudy did. However, we can report that schoolsin this study
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are paying careful attention to their test scores and are using avariety of techniques and resources
in the hopes that those scores will improve.

One of the most common outside resources that schools are using is Kentucky’ s network of
regional service centers. These nine centers offer services ranging from assessment score
interpretation and analysis to professional development opportunities to operating the Highly
Skilled Educator® (formerly known as Distinguished Educator) program.

Schools are also using outside programs to guide their instruction and content selection.
Programs such as 10 Sigma™°, America's Choice™, Core Knowledge, and the Accelerated Reading
and Math programs all have their adherents who are pinning their hopes on a certain program’s
ability to raise test scores.

Some schools are encouraging their teachers to visit other, more successful, schoolsin
hopes that they will learn how the other schools succeeded. Cottonwood Middle School social
studies teachers did just that—they visited a school that had earned impressive gains on the social
studies assessment score. The science teachers were looking forward to asimilar visit in hopes of
improving their scores, as well. In this example, school administrators were able to recognize the
value that such visits can hold, and they were willing to support the visits. Unfortunately, these
visits can be expensive, since the school must hire substitutesiif their teachers visit during the
school year, to watch the strategiesin action. While students may be missing some instruction
while the regular teacher is gone, the increase in awareness of new approaches and alternative
expectations may offset any short-term |loss.

Discussion

The discussion section of this report contains reflections, interpretations, and extensions
regarding the results of the study. This section is designed to clarify important topics that emerged
during the course of conducting the study and analyzing the data. It isimportant to remember that
this study involved only 31 schools from 15 districts, that participation was voluntary, and that the
sample was not randomly selected. The degree to which those schools are representative of the
system is unknown. The purpose of this section of the report isto provide abasis for discussing
important issues in Kentucky schools and to suggest questions that might be asked or even
answered during the course of future study.

Teacher Impressions and Reactions

® Highly Skilled Educators are provided for schools not making appropriate progress toward improving test scores.
They work cooperatively with the school staff to bring Kentucky Core Content Test scores up.

1% Ten Sigmais both the name of a non-profit company and the generic name of the educational products they
produce. They provide avariety of educational materials ranging from lessons, assessments, rubrics, and computer
software to training programs for teachers and staff members.

1 America’s Choice was formerly known as the National Alliance for Restructuring Education (NARE). The
program is focused on improving education through standards-based education. It is operated by the National
Center on Education and the Economy.
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The second year of transition between KIRIS and CATS looked much like the first.
Teachers remained cautious and skeptical of a new system that supposedly represented an
improvement over KIRIS. Most teachers claimed that the new system was better, athough not
greatly so, while afew remained unconvinced that the system has changed in any significant way at
al. A small minority claimed that it was substantially improved.

Given that alarge portion of the assessment and accountability system remained unchanged,
it is not surprising that large programmatic changes in schools' curricula were not observed. The
Kentucky Core Content for Assessment, the curriculum framework on which the assessment is
based, remained largely unchanged. Therefore, the content material that students were expected to
know did not substantially change. In fact, many of the changesin the system only affected the way
each school’ s accountability index was calculated, not the way students were tested.

Schools had only received data for one administration of the Kentucky Core Content Test at
the time of this study and the data they received represents the first year of the interim
accountability cycle. Major changesin the ways that schools are run based on that data might not
be judtified at this early stage in the switch from KIRISto CATS. Teachers expected more change
in the system than they observed, but most did not differentiate between the testing portion of the
system and the accountability portion. In avery positive sense, the fact that their practices have
not been radically altered may indicate that the curricular and instructional reforms begun by
KERA have outlasted the KIRIS testing and accountability system.

Teachers were very positive regarding the reduction in the number of required portfolio
entries. Portfolios were typically considered burdensome and time-consuming, and while the
reduction in the number of entries may not have reduced the time spent completing portfolios, the
burden seems to have been lessened. Teachers were a so pleased with the addition of the
proficiency sub-categories within the Novice and Apprentice classifications. The extra points for
the school and the positive reinforcement for students near cut-points were very well received.
However, teachers were very negative regarding the small numbers of students scoring in the
Proficient and Distinguished categories. They referred to student percentile scores as evidence of
the state’ s unreasonable expectations. The addition of the multiple-choice items to the school
accountability index was typically viewed positively by teachers as well, and many were
incorporating more multiple-choice questions into their classroom assessments and everyday
assignments. Writing, however, was still emphasized to a great extent. Students spent a good deal
of their class time writing and school s expected writing prowess to trandate into high portfolio
scores as well as high scores on the Kentucky Core Content Test.

Teacher Practices and Perceptions of Student Performance

Wholesale changesin instructional practices were not observed during this study.
Teachers were instead fine-tuning, shifting emphasis, altering their order of instruction, and making
other small changes in the ways they delivered instruction. A pattern concerning teacher practices
was apparent, however. This study, because of its qualitative nature, allows a clarification, or at
least an addendum, to a previous HUMRRO study (Harris, et a., 1998; Hoffman, et al., 1997). The
first time we visited Kentucky schools, we collected a great deal of data from teachers regarding
their practices and then compared that data to the school scores on the KIRIS test. We found that
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reform-oriented instructional practi ces were more prevalent in higher-scoring and higher-gaining
schools. One interpretation of that relationship was that the practices elicited the higher scores.

Another interpretation became evident during the course of this study. In many instances
the practices we observed were not particularly reform oriented. Many teachers stressed
memorization and text-skills. Lessons centered on vocabulary, spelling, grammar, and drill-and-
practice exercises were common. These lessons were most common in schools and classes
containing alarge proportion of low performing (as described by their teachers) students. When
teachers described programs designed as remediation, they often described practices that were de-
emphasized in their own regular classrooms. One school had aremedia math program that was
essentially al drill-and-practice. Another had aremedial language arts program that stressed
spelling and punctuation. Discussions of these programs with teachers indicated that often, in
order to “bring the students up to grade level,” teachers used a different approach than that used in
non-remedial classes. The traditional practices were considered more effective or more rapid as
ameans of instructing students who had fallen behind their peers academically. In other words,
teachers perceptions of their students academic prowess may be affecting their pedagogy.

It is not surprising that teachers would adjust their curriculums depending on the academic
skills of their students. It is surprising that they would also adjust their modes of teaching. The
result of this pattern is severe. Bradford (1999) describes this form of accommodation as a
“pedagogy of poverty.” The students who are most in need of strong teaching pedagogy are those
taught using the least effective means. Bradford also statesin her research that this practiceis
common in classrooms with alarge minority component.

Bradford (1999) lists five standards for effective teaching. They include:

Joint productive activity. Teachers and students produce work together cooperatively.
Developing language and literacy across the curriculum.

Making meaning. Connecting school to students' lives.

Teaching complex thinking.

Teaching through conversation.

agbrwpNPE

These standards were very evident and common in afew of the high-scoring schools visited during
the course of this study. They were rare or absent in many of the lower-performing schools, which
raises questions regarding the similarity of students opportunity to learn depending on what
school or class they attend.

This study was not conducted in such away that correlational analyses of teacher practices
and school scoresis appropriate; however, this pattern was sufficiently evident that a more
definitive research study on this topic would certainly be appropriate. If low performing students
are receiving less effective instruction than their peers are the threat to the validity of the
accountability system is serious. Expecting schools to post high gains using poor pedagogy is
inappropriate. Expecting them to post larger gains than high-performing schools that use more
effective teaching pedagogy is even less appropriate.
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Unresolved | ssues

Teachers' concerns surrounding CATS were much the same as their concerns with KIRIS.
Testing different cohorts of students was not generally seen asafair or equitable way of judging
performance. Demographic issues equated to perceptions of an unfair comparison for many
schools. Because they serve different populations, broad standards seemed inappropriate to many
educators. Test administration was burdensome for schools, even with newly implemented page
limits and a testing scheme spread throughout more grade levels.

Accountable Grade Teachers

Teachers in accountable grades were very concerned about being held responsible for
students who arrived in their classrooms without the skills necessary to engage in a curriculum
designed around the Kentucky Core Content for Assessment. Several teachers expressed that a
large portion of their students came to them with below grade-level reading skills and little content
area background. The teachers were forced to decide whether to charge forward with their
curriculum, leaving many students behind, or to adjust their teaching to the students' current ability
level and perhaps not meet the requirements of the assessment system.

There are at |east two possible reasons that teachers in accountable grades are more
cognizant of these deficiencies. Thefirst isthe impending state assessment. These teachers feel so
responsible for getting students ready that they are forced to compare their students' abilities with
the abilities they feel the students will need in order to score well on the test. It is possible that,
although the students' previous teachers evaluated each student prior to their passing agrade level,
they might not have done so through so intense alens. The standards set by Kentucky in each
curricular category are high. The state accountability system and the associated student test are
reflections of those standards (Hoffman & Tannen, 1998). The rigorousness of those standards
becomes much more immediate to teachers closer to the accountability test.

The second reason for the perception of deficienciesin some areas of the curriculum are
the measures that some schools have undertaken in order to maximize test scores. Because of
weaknesses in non-assessed grades in some subjects, it is very possible that students are indeed
coming into classes unprepared. This may happen, especialy if the sixth grade islocated in the
elementary school and the seventh isin the middle school. Elementary students take the science
portion of the assessment in fourth grade. They might have experienced an under-emphasized
science curriculum in fifth and sixth grades, leaving them in need of much help prior to beginning
their seventh grade science curriculum. CATS accountability creates no impetus for the
elementary school to help the middie school score well on the test or vice versa. Schools may be
working at cross-purposes and making the pressure felt by accountable-grade teachers all the
WOrse.

The seventh-grade science teachers seem to be most “under the gun,” but other teachers
reported similar stresses. Many seventh-grade teachers reported that students' science instruction
in the fifth and sixth grades was either cursory, inadequate, or absent. The assessment was
finished by the time the students reached the eighth grade. The inevitable interpretation was that
they were solely responsible for preparing the students for the assessment, or that they must cover
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the entire three-year curriculum. One school district has reinforced that interpretation by
examining scores at the individual teacher level in order to identify instructor strengths and
weaknesses.

Portfolios

Portfolios were still seen as overly time-consuming, burdensome, and unreliable for
assessment by many teachers. They have a negative stigma that has been reinforced rather than
abated by the reduction in portfolio requirements. The elimination of the mathematics portfolio
altogether and the reduction in the number of entriesin the language arts portfolio has given
teachers evidence that the state is willing to reduce the reliance of the accountability system on the
portfolio. The willingness of the state to reduce the emphasis of the portfolio was seen asan
admission that the portfolio was not valuable or necessary.

The continued emphasis on reading and writing, however, was at least partly due to the
continued use of student portfolios as part of the assessment. Schools are responsible for assisting
students in creating portfolios and they aso assess the portfolios, both during the preparation of
each piece in class and in a summative evaluation of all the pieces together as part of the
accountability system. Schoolstherefore felt that they had a great deal of control over what is
expected and produced in terms of each student’ s portfolio work. Their level of influence over
portfolio production is considerably greater than their contribution to student test performance.
They not only prepared the students to create the portfolios, but they set the standards for what they
would accept in class and what had to be redone. It is not surprising that, even though the number
of required writing portfolio entries has been reduced and the mathematics portfolio has been
eliminated from the accountability index, portfolios still occupied a great deal of time and attention
at most schools.

Depth Versus Breadth

Teachers must always decide the appropriate depth of coverage for any curricular topic.
The Core Content for Assessment represents a large number of topics and many teachers claim that
it forces them to sacrifice depth of coverage for breadth in order to teach them all. Science and
socia studies teachers were particularly concerned that the scope of the curriculum was too broad
to be adequately taught in school (Thacker, Hoffman, & Koger, 1998).

The argument that depth of understanding has been sacrificed for breadth of coverageis not
new. It wasamajor theme of the analysis of the Third International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) data and has been posited as an explanation for the relatively poor showing of
United States students compared to other countries (American Association of Colleges for Teacher
Education, 1997). The TIMSS data refers only to mathematics and science, but it seems unlikely
that the phenomenon is limited to those subjects.

Kentucky teachers have been provided a tremendous amount of information regarding what
students are expected to know and be able to do as aresult of the reform effort. Teachers were
first provided Learner Goals and Academic Expectations (KDE, 19944) and the two portfolio
implementation manuals (KDE, 1994b; KDE 1994c). That information was expanded to include
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the Transformations document (KDE, 1995), further clarified in the Core Content for Assessment
(KDE, 1996), expanded in the Program of Studies (KDE, 1998), and expanded and elaborated yet
again in the Curriculum Implementation Guide (KDE, 1998). Several of these documents have
been through revisions and now exist in newer editions. When placed altogether, these documents
represent a daunting amount of material. Add the textbook for any given class, supplemental
materials provided by textbook manufacturers (workbooks, teachers guides, laboratory manuals,
presentation software, videos, etc.), district curricular requirements, any school-wide
programmatic curricular material adopted from other companies (Accelerated Reader, Ten Sigma,
Core Knowledge, Project Bravo™, etc.), community expectations, and finally the teachers' own
ideas and professional opinions regarding the appropriate curriculum, it is not surprising that the
curriculum was described as “too broad.” Many mi ddle school teachers were responsible for
more than one type of class and many elementary teachers were responsible for teaching the
entirety of the curriculum for all subjects. If the teachers served on the planning committees for
their schools, they were also responsible for helping create the School Transformation Plan, a
required improvement plan for the school, with its own set of regulations and guidelines. The
Transformation Planning guidelines have now been replaced by the Consolidated Planning Process
(KDE, 1997). The amount of information is so large that it is easy to see how teachers could
become overwhelmed.

Another factor that made it al the more difficult to define the Kentucky curriculum was that
many of the curricular guides these teachers referred to have been superceded by other more up-to-
date versions or atogether different documents. The old documents were not recalled, and indeed
teachers often did not know what had become obsolete and what was current. They described
their frustration with trying to teach toward a continually moving curricular target. It was perhaps
these frustrations that precipitated the call by many of these teachers for a statewide textbook for
each assessed class. Most schools seem to have gravitated toward the Core Content for
Assessment and use other sources as supplements, but all have been required to choose the
particular guide they will emphasize and refer to the others only when aneed is perceived.

Communication

Communications within and between schools, as well as communication from outside
agencies, isdowly but steadily improving. Curriculum alignment efforts have necessitated that
schools work toward system goals in conjunction with school goals. The Kentucky Core Content
for Assessment has given many schools a common set of expectations around which torally. The
Core Content has influenced the curriculum of all the participating schools (to admittedly varying
degrees). Clearly, schools seem willing to focus their attention on improvement. Test results
guide schoolsin the formation of their Consolidated Plans. Test scores influence professional
development, class schedules, programmatic changes, curriculum, and resource allotment.

Curriculum Alignment

12 project Bravo! Isaprogram designed to help students achieve academically and socially. Thefirst portion of the
program stresses writing skills while the second consists of lessons that teach the social skills of empathy,
impulse control, and anger management.
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Curriculum alignment, while providing a guideline for content coverage, may be perceived
asa“quick fix” solution to serious communications concerns. When fully implemented, curriculum
alignment can provide a“map” that shows each teacher the concept or topics that children are
expected to learn in each grade from primary through high school. A properly aigned curriculum
ensures that no topics have been accidentally omitted or unnecessarily duplicated, and it also
ensures that teachers have a clear understanding of what they and others must teach. In that sense, it
should serve as a“contract” that specifies what content students should learn and to what standard.
Teachers should be able to count on previous teachers having met their part of the contract, and
they, in turn, should assure that their students meet the standards before sending them to the next
higher level. Schools in Kentucky commonly aign their curriculum with the Kentucky Core
Content for Assessment (1996) to ensure that what is eligible for inclusion on the statewide
assessment is what teachers are covering in class. A few schools have selected other programs
such as 10 Sigma or Core Knowledge in addition to the Core Content. Curriculum alignment is not
a substitute for effective communication, but it can serve as afoundation on which to build
communication.

Unfortunately, severa schoolsin this study have not used curriculum alignment effectively.
While many schools had begun work two or three years ago to align their curriculum, severa
schools began work only recently, either using it for the first time during the 1999-00 school year
or reporting that a draft version was nearing completion during our visit. Still other schools
apparently are having problems thinking of curriculum alignment as something that extends beyond
their own walls. They mention that they have completed a building aignment, for example, and can
even describe communication efforts between colleagues at their school (offering to review the
curriculum in the preceding grade level, for example). Y et they do not understand that curriculum
alignment must necessarily extend to al levelsin the district if it isto be effective. Other schools
may have taken the time to complete the curriculum aignment, but have not really implemented it.

Reflecting on our visits to Kentucky schools for the past four years (as part of this study
and previous studies related to KIRIS), we sensed a developmental pattern to “curriculum
alignment.” Thefirst stage, prominent in our initial years, wasto align individual classroomsto
the Core Content. Because the Core Content, at the time, addressed only student expectations at
grades 4, 8, and 11, classroomsin those grades were the ones primarily concerned about
curriculum alignment. A second stage emerged that recognized the need to align the content of
instruction across grades, but within buildings. Our recent observations suggest that thisisthe
stage many schools are currently in. The third stage, which we began hearing about last year, was
for more district involvement in curriculum alignment across buildings. Given the legacy of
isolation in school structure (Meyer & Rowan, 1983), and the challenges of KERA (Holland,
1998), this evolution of increasing integration and improving instructional coherenceis
remarkable. Schools are figuring out that the solution to CATS cannot be pinned on individual
teachers, but that atruly system-level solution is required.

The perception by some seems to be that the need for communication has been eliminated if
their school has gone through a curriculum alignment process. With the alignment of their
curriculum, teachers said that they now knew what they were responsible for covering, aswell as
what teachersin earlier and later grades were to cover. Y et we heard a*“ disconnect” between
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what they were saying and what they were experiencing when teachers of assessed subjects
complained vigorously about their students' lack of preparation in previous grades. Also, teachers
frequently spoke of curriculum alignment as a one-time activity to be achieved (“We aligned our
curriculum last year.”), rather than as an ongoing process of integrating and fine-tuning the
curriculum according to current academic standards and student needs.

Arts and Humanities

Several teachers expressed concerns that the wealthier urban schools had a considerable
advantage on the Arts and Humanitiestest. This study was not designed to ascertain the veracity of
that statement, but the perception was clearly present in some of the participating rural schools.
One rural teacher commented that schools in Louisville and Lexington ssimply had more accessto
theater, museums, concerts, etc. Her students had not experienced these things because it was a
three-hour bus ride to attend them. She expected scores on the test to be associated more with
socioeconomic status and geographic location than with her instructional methodology or prowess.
With schools placing continually more emphasis on arts and humanities and practical
living/vocational skills, it might be interesting to examine the differences in the relationship
between performance and socioeconomic status on those tests compared to other content areas.

Test Administration Penalties

The changeover from the old accountability system under KIRIS to the current interim
accountability system under the Kentucky Core Content Test to the newly completed CATS
accountability system involved afairly complex series of mathematical manipulations. It isnot
surprising that misconceptions regarding the setting of the new baseline have occurred. The added
complication of penalties has not been addressed sufficiently to allow the participating principals
to adequately prepare their schools for the consequences.

The report from Phase 1 of this study discussed the repercussions of imposing test
administration penalties on aschool. The demoralizing effect of receiving a negative
accountability label and the circumstances surrounding the label cannot help but affect the school
staff. Locust Middle School was only beginning to overcome the challenges of dealing with test
administration penalties. Last year the penalties were given so much attention that nearly every
aspect of the school was affected. Teachers couldn’t help but talk about the penalties during
interviews, even when the questions were not necessarily related. Teachers spent nearly all of
their professional development timein “test ethics’ training. They had little faith in the fairness of
the system. Many of them had heard stories of much more severe violations that did not result in
similar penalties. Still, they went to great lengths to make sure that their teaching and testing
procedures were “letter-perfect.” If the schools currently expecting penalties respond similarly,
the administrations at those schools can expect agreat deal of difficulty next year.

Sub-content Scores

Teachers accepted and depended on sub-content scores asinstructiona tools, typically
without understanding how they were generated. This was not surprising given that subject-level
scores on the test were generated using an Item Response Theory (IRT) methodology and most
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teachers have only avery rudimentary understanding of that process. They instead rely on
assurances that the test scores are a reasonable measure of the performance of students and
schools. They aso attributed the same assurances to the sub-content scores. Despite efforts to
ensure that the sub-content scores are as accurate and reliable as possible, they are necessarily
less accurate and less reliable than the content scores because they rely on fewer items. The same
procedures that are used to maximize reliability on the subject-level tests are inappropriate at the
sub-content level. Instead, raw scores (based on the number of correct answers) are used to
compute the sub-content scores. Thisalso limitstheir reliability. Teachers never identified these
limits. The cautions regarding the interpretation of the sub-content scores (which are included
with the score reports) were clearly not reaching the school level in most cases and not reaching
the teacher level in nearly al cases.

Sub-content scores were often over-interpreted and may be causing inappropriate or
unjustified programmeatic changes at many schools. Schools were atering programs and
professiona development due to small changes in sub-content scores, despite the warnings and
guidelines for interpreting those scores included with the school reports. For example, a school
mentioned previoudly is stressing economics instruction and professional development this year
due to a single sub-content score. While this may indeed bring up scores in economics next year,
the tradeoffs for implementing the program must affect the rest of the subjects to some unknown
degree aswell. It affects the other subjects by supplanting class time previousy devoted to other
topics and teacher professional development time previously spent otherwise as well.

Another school eliminated its culture fair program due to one low sub-content score. In
most schools, the “culture fair” would have been heralded as a prime example of reform-oriented
instructional pedagogy. It was integrated across the curriculum. Students were actively engaged
and presented their findings to one another in avery constructivist manner. The program was
engaging for parents and community members and was strongly supported by both. The program
had a strong component of promoting tolerance for ethnic and cultural diversity. In this case,
however, because of an apparent over-interpretation of a single sub-content score, the program
was being replaced with a much more traditional, less reform-friendly, system for addressing the
same curricular topic.

Thereisarequirement, explicit or implicit, for all professional development included in
the Consolidated Plan to be “data driven.” It has caused schools to be increasingly “data needy.”
Unfortunately, for reasons of system complexity and competing data sources, “data awareness’ has
not been particularly reinforced. If we define “data awareness’ as an understanding of the origins,
value, and appropriate uses of data, many schools exhibit a serious deficit. Several schools
purchase diagnostic tests in addition to the Kentucky Core Content Test. A few even purchase
entry and exit tests for each core subject. They collect the data from al these tests and incorporate
it into their improvement plans. However, when the sub-content score date from the Kentucky
Core Content Test and these other measures are contradictory, they look not to the data for
explanations, but inward toward the school. One teacher explained that the students had evidently
“forgotten” what they knew between taking the diagnostic test at the beginning of the year and the
Kentucky Core Content Test in April. The answer was to reorder the curriculum to reinforce the
topic judged to be weak in April so that it was covered in March instead of September.
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Recommendations Regarding Sub-Content Scores

The over-interpretation of sub-scoresisindicative of a problem in the actualization of the
testing and accountability system at the school level. Schools, in their efforts to improve, have
become more reactionary than the data that they obtain warrants. The result isamad scrambleto
patch perceived holesin the various programs of instruction in order to bring up scores. The
short-term testing cycle has helped lead schools to focus on short-term solutions to curricular and
instructional weaknesses.

A factor that has contributed to this type of thinking was the number of short-term
interventions that proved themselves to be effective earlier in the testing program. Tools like the
4-Column Method and Power Verbs® were previously described very positively in their ability to
raise test scores. These tools focused on improving the organizational writing skills of students,
while smultaneoudy increasing the amount of writing the students did in class. KIRIS, and now
CATS, because they have such alarge writing component, were very susceptible to these types of
interventions. Now students commonly write agreat deal in class. Most have already been
trained to organize their writing. The same interventions aren’t working any more. Schools are
being forced to look to other strategies to improve students test scores. Unfortunately, short-term
interventions that are effective across all subjects have become much harder to find. So, rather
than focus on school-wide shiftsin curriculum or pedagogy, schools use the data from the tests they
administer to their students to plan interventions by subject or by sub-content in their search for
solutions.

Thisinformation is not altogether negative. Schools, as they improve, will need specific
information in order to fine tune their content area programs to best meet the needs of their
students. They seem very willing to accept the state accountability test as their primary source of
information for this purpose. By adding atempora component to the interpretation of the sub-
scores and by scaling up the training that surrounds the interpretation of the sub-scores, they could
become much more valuable. Instead of schools interpreting their sub-scores on a year-to-year
basis, they could be instructed to look for patterns over several years that might indicate a weak
curricular area. However, if teachers are going to continue to be provided with the sub-scores,
they need to be included in the interpretation training before changes like this have an effect at the
school and classroom levels.

The sub-scores themselves a so need to be placed under some scrutiny. Estimates of the
school-level reliability of the sub-scores should be calculated in addition to the standard error
currently reported. The validity of the sub-scoresin relation to their uses at the district, schooal,
and classroom level should be explored as well.

Efforts to increase the utility of the sub-scores have been described, including altering the
methodology of writing test items. The items are now being designed to target one particular sub-

13 The 4-Column Method-or a shortened 3-Column version is an organizational tool used for writing answers to
open response questions. Power Verbs are alist of verbs and their definitions that describe specifically what task
is being asked for by a question. Examples of Power Verbsinclude explain, compare, contrast, defend, etc.
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content strand/topic. This practice should create a more uniform scheme for counting each item
toward a sub-score. The current methodology counts items toward either one or more than one
sub-score, meaning that some items are much more important than others are for determining those
SCores.

On the other hand, the test questions designed previoudly combine more than one
strand/topic in asingle question, mimicking the integrated curriculum called for by the reform
effort. Reducing the scope of the questionsis athreat to the intended consequentia impact of the
testing system. Teachers pay attention to the questions themselves when they plan their curriculum,
and aless integrated test may trandate into a less integrated curriculum in the future. Put ssmply,
teachers may begin to ask, “Why use an integrated methodology for teaching students when the
assessment itself represents discrete pockets of knowledge?” The very existence of the sub-scores
promotes the idea that the curriculum is a set of easily distinguishable topics that can be taught or
reported on inisolation. The interactions and conceptual overlap of the topics is de-emphasized
by reporting the sub-scores and by the redesign of the items. This represents a serious departure
from the original goals of the reform effort. An effort should be made to track the changesin
curriculum and instruction associated with the sub-scores and the redesign of the test items.
Teacher education should also be designed to guard against the erosion of the efforts schools have
made to integrate teaching, including discussions concerning the limits of interpreting the Kentucky
Core Content Test score reports.

Test Security

Test item security is suspect due to the relatively small number of open-response questions
and the relative value of those questions in determining a school’ s accountability index. Teachers
often reported that they were atering their curriculums to incorporate the content of specific test
items. Teachers often referred to specific questions when discussing the qudity of the Kentucky
Core Content Test compared with KIRIS. They frequently described questions that were outside
their “taught curriculum.” For instance, a fourth-grade science teacher explained that the “ phases-
of-the-moon question,” while implied by the Core Content, was never a part of her particular
curriculum. However, since the school scored low on “earth science” she would make sure that it
was part of what she taught thisyear. The long life span of open-response test items makes
exposure athreat to the security of the Kentucky Core Content Test and may represent a threat to
the overall validity of CATS.

Thisconcernisnot trivial (Koretz & Barron, 1998). Teachers are concerned about their
students as well astheir test scores. When they ook at the test, they see the items in terms of
whether or not their students are likely to be able to answer them. If they see an item that
represents a curricular topic they didn’t cover, they rightly assume that their students are unlikely
to perform well on that item. Who could blame them for choosing to include that topic in their
curriculum next year?

The students themselves further compound the test security issue. When a student does not
understand a question in class or on atest, her first inclination isto ask for clarification from the
teacher. Even ateacher trying stringently not to break any rules would be hard-pressed not to note
the content of the items that his students asked questions about. A teacher might instruct the student
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to reread the question and answer to the best of their ability, but to do so without regard for the
guestion at al seemsunlikely. Now, if we take thisline of thinking to its next logical step,
students are more likely to ask questions about items with unfamiliar content. Teachersarelikely
to adjust their curriculum around the content of the test items themselves. Students are therefore
more likely to ask questions about items that are new, that have had no chance to influence the
content of the taught curriculum previously. Students, then, draw their teachers' attention toward
the items most likely to impact teachers content coverage. Teachers can't help but notice the new
items, and to notice the content of an item isto consider teaching it.

The second reason to maintain strict test item security isthat the test represents a sampling
of the content implied in the Core Content for Assessment. The test is necessarily smaller in scope
than the entirety of the curriculum that students are expected to master during their stint in the
public education system. The degree to which teachers teach tested topics to the exclusion of other
topics limits the breadth of knowledge that students are exposed to in school. Test scores mask
this poverty of curriculum; in fact, it is aresponse to the content of the test that limits the
curriculum.

The new test format limits this problem somewhat by introducing a large number of items
into the mix so that it is more difficult for teachers to adjust teaching content to the wide variety of
topicsincluded on the test. Infact, there are six forms for each of the core subjects (mathematics,
reading, science, and social studies), each with 30 multiple-choice questions and 7 open-response
guestions, for agrand total of 222 test items. This may seem like too many questions to affect the
taught curriculum; however, in reality, only asmall number of those questions get very much
attention.

First of al, the multiple-choice questions count less on the test than the open-response
questions. Infact, itiswell publicized that they count only half as much as the open-response
items. The“half” is somewhat deceiving aswell. There are 24 multiple-choice questions that
count on any test form. There are 6 open-response questions. Each multiple-choice item is scored
aseither “1” for acorrect answer, or “0” for an incorrect answer. The open-response items are
scored either “0, 1, 2, 3, or 4” depending on how well and how completely the student answers the
guestion. That “raw score” is doubled for the openresponse items making each item worth 0-8
points on the raw-score-to-scale-score table. The multiple-choice items are worth from 0-1 point
on the sametable. The open-response items are therefore worth eight times as much asthe
multiple-choice items, athough the numbers of points on the entire test are split 2/1, open
response/multiple choice. In fact, there are only 72 “raw score” points available on any form of
the test, so each open-response item counts for one ninth of the total number of points available for
each student. Teachers are very much justified in paying attention to the open-response instead of
the multiple-choice items.

o, teachers are paying alarge amount of attention to only 42 questions. If the teacher isa
veteran of the testing process, the number of questions she has already seen reduces that number
further. The recycled questions have likely already influenced her curriculum and serveto
reinforce those decisions. The number of truly new openresponse questionsisonly 12, or 1 per
form where six forms each have A and B versions. These are questions that don’t count, but that
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will very likely count next year.

This topic deserves considerably more attention. At the very least, a study comparing the
apparent difficulty of pretest items during their first and second exposure on the test is necessary.
In addition, the test items might be more secure if they were exposed on a rotating shift, so that they
don’'t appear on the test during consecutive years. Clearly, the breadth of the test should mimic the
breadth of the curriculum to every extent possible, and that breadth should be expanded by the
addition of items. Careful examination of the item pool for content coverage so new items can be
targeted toward previously under-represented sections of the Core Content should be coupled with
psychometric data analysis. Case study research in representative schools should aso provide
insight into the extent that test adminigtration is athreat to test item security and the accuracy and
validity of the accountability system.

Using Scores for School Planning

Kentucky schools were instructed not to make comparisons between KIRIS and the
Kentucky Core Content Test. They were previoudly instructed to use trend data to create their
improvement plans. The interim accountability cycle created a data gap in schools' plansfor
improving. Many schools relied on continuous input of trend data to judge the effectiveness of
various school programs, curricular decisions, and other initiatives the schools might have
undertaken. In fact, they were required to document the trend data used to determine the merit of
these programs through the Consolidated Planning (1997) process.

This gap in the data has |eft some serious questions regarding what is to be done with next
year's scores. Are schoolsto begin anew in their search for meaningful trends and only compare
next year’s data to this year’s? Should the schools make comparisons between the trends they had
identified before and the current information, or is the current data so different that even those
comparisons cannot be made? Will there be any accounting for improvement in setting the new
baseline, or will improvements made during the past two years and previously only serve to create
even higher expectations for improvement at the school? Comparison with the state mean has | eft
many schools with more questions than answers. Perhaps the most pertinent question is from
schools that remained on the same side of the state mean where they started. How different from
the state mean should we reasonably be? If we started out 5 points below and are now 7 points
below, does that constitute again, aloss, or did we maintain our status? Thisisthe question that
ismogt difficult to answer, and it is the one that is most important for schools.

Early Score Release

The clamor to get the scores to schools earlier had led us to believe that there would be
more of a sense of urgency about using the scores once they arrived. It may be too early in the
change from KIRIS to CATS for teachers and schools to have decided how best to use the scores.
The time lag between receiving the KIRIS scores and the possibility of using them to alter school
functionsis well documented (Thacker, Koger, & Koger, 1998). It may smply be a case of the
schools needing some time to adjust to the new system. It may also be a case of the schools
needing the summer months to completely digest and react to the test scores. If the former istrue,
then we can expect the uses of the scores to become more overt and more specific in the next few

KDE/HUMRRO 52 June 2000



years. If the latter istrue, the continued rush to get scores to schools may not be justified.

Future Case Sudies

Exemplar schools exist where further case study might reveal useful information regarding
overcoming obstacles associated with poverty, communication problems, etc. One of the most
interesting aspects of this research isthat it places the researchersin schools as those schools
strive to improve and meet the requirements of a high-stakes testing and accountability system.
Invariably, there are schools that participate in this study that have the potential to inform the
system. While in-depth school-level case study is beyond the scope of this research, the strategies,
successes, failures, programs, etc., could be very informative with regard to the actualization of
the Kentucky reform effort.
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«Title» «first_name» «last_name»
Principal, «company _name»
«address_1»

«City», «state» «postal_code»

Dear «Title» «last_name»

Thank you for agreeing to take part in the Kentucky Department of Education’s four-
year program evauation of CATS, the state’ s revised assessment program. The
cooperation of educators like you isvital to learning al we can about the educationa
progress being made in our state.

As| mentioned in our recent phone conversation, atwo-member research team will
visit your school on «date». During the visit, researchers will:

Interview fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade teachers. These interviews will last about 30
minutes, and may be done at your teachers' convenience—before or after school or
during a preparation period. We would prefer to interview teachers individually, but
we understand how hectic schedules are and we will accommodate small groups of
teachersif needed. We also understand that teachers are reluctant to give up their
gparse planning time and we are committed to limiting individual interviews to 30
minutes. Group interviews may take alittle longer.

Collect three samples of assessment materials from interviewed teachers—lowest unit
of assessment (quiz, daily log assignment, etc.), middle unit of assessment (unit test,
chapter test, etc), and the largest unit of assessment they use.

Interview the principal. Thisinterview could take aslong as one hour, but will likely
only last about 30 minutes.

As time permits, observe classroom teaching. In addition to the interviews and the
collected material, researchers would like to sit in on some classes. We understand
that elementary school may not be divided into clearly delineated classes, but we
would like to watch some of the interviewed teachersin action. We will make every
effort not to be disruptive and will schedule our observations at the convenience of
your teachers. If it is convenient, we would like to see some lessons in science and
social studies as part of these observations. However, if scheduling conflicts develop,
please give teacher and principal interviews top priority.

We have included severa items with this letter to assist you in preparing for our visit.

Scheduling worksheet. Because our time in your school is limited, we would
appreciate your having this worksheet completed before our arrival.

Letters of introduction for your teachers. Please distribute them at least one week in
advance of our visit to give teachers time to collect the requested materials.
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Generd information sheet, which requests information such as specific directionsto
your school and recommended motelsin your area. We ask that you either mail or fax
this sheet to us as soon as possible to help usin planning our visit.

Please don’'t hesitate to contact me with any concerns or questions. My telephone number
is 1-800-219-9030 and my e-mail address is athacker@humrro.org. Again, thank you for
agreeing to take part in thisimportant research. We look forward to meeting you and your

Staff.

Sincerely,

Art Thacker
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«Title» «FirstName» «LastName»
Principal, «Company»
«Addressl»

«City», «State» «Postal Code»

Dear «Title» «LastName»,

Thank you for agreeing to take part in the Kentucky Department of Education’s four-
year program evauation of CATS, the state’ s revised assessment program. The
cooperation of educators like you isvital to learning all we can about the educational
progress being made in our state.

As| mentioned to you during our recent phone conversation, a two-member
research team will visit your school on (date). During their visit, the researchers will do
the following things:

Interview all science and social studies teachers. These interviews will last about 30
minutes, and may be done at your teachers' convenience—before or after school or
during a preparation period. While we prefer to interview teachersindividually, we
understand that group interviews of teachers of the same subject and same grade may
be unavoidable. We redlize that teachers are reluctant to give up an entire prep period
and we are committed to limiting individual interviews to 30 minutes; however, group
interviews will take longer.

Collect three samples of assessment materials from interviewed teachers—Ilowest unit
of assessment (quiz, daily log assignment, etc.), middle unit of assessment (unit test,
chapter test, etc.), and largest unit of assessment (semester test, grading period test,
etc.).

Interview the principa. Thisis estimated to take about 30 minutes, but could last as
long as one hour.

As time permits, observe science and social studies classes. Because science is
assessed in seventh grade and socia studies in the eighth grade, we would like to
observe afew of those particular classes. However, should scheduling conflicts
develop, we prefer that interviews receive priority rather than observations.

We have included severa items with this|etter to assist you in preparing for our
visit.

Scheduling worksheet. Because our time in your school is limited, we would
appreciate your having this worksheet completed before our arrival.
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Letters of introduction for science and social studies teachers. Please distribute them at
least one week in advance of our visit to give teachers time to collect requested
materials.

Generd information sheet, which requests information such as specific directionsto
your school and recommended motelsin your area. We ask that you either mail or fax
this sheet to us as soon as possible to help usin planning our visit.

Please don’t hesitate to contact me with any concerns or questions. My telephone
number is 1-800-219-9030 and my e-mail address is athacker@humrro.org. Again, thank
you for agreeing to take part in thisimportant research. We look forward to meeting you
and your staff.

Sincerely

Art Thacker
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THE TRANSITION FROM KIRISTO CATS: INSTRUCTION,
COMMUNICATION, AND PERCEPTIONSAT 20 KENTUCKY SCHOOLS

Summary A
Instructional Practices During the KIRIS-CATS Transition

According to areport by the Human Resources Research Organi zation (HUMRRO),
the change in accountability systems from the Kentucky Instructional Results Information
System (KIRIS) to the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS) in the 1998-
99 academic year did not cause agreat deal of change in instructional practice. HUMRRO
visited and collected data from 20 schools in 10 districts during the first year of afour-
year study of the consequential validity of CATS (Thacker, Koger, Hoffman, & Koger,
1999) before the first administration of the Kentucky Core Content Test. Their findings
show that the implementation of CATS has caused aripple compared to the relative wave
of influence the initia implementation of KIRIS caused. Many teachers are convinced that
the new accountability system will not be different enough from KIRIS to justify significant
changesin their practices. Numerous teachers quipped, “rumor hasit that CATSisjust
KIRIS with anew name.” Others contend that there is no way to judge what changes will
be justified prior to seeing the test and the first round of results. They are content to “wait
and see” at this stage.

The reform movement in Kentucky has generated considerable momentum during
the past nine years. Reform-oriented instruction is common. Rote memorization from
textbooks has been supplanted by attempts to access higher-order thinking skills. And, with
very few exceptions, these changes are viewed positively by teachers. One teacher
explained, “Ten years ago there was no guidance and no one to help. Now there are
resource persons and performance standards that eliminate the easy way out, that is, aways
using puzzles and worksheets.” Changesin instructional practices and the influence of
those changes on KIRIS test scores are well documented (Hoffman, Harris, Koger, &
Thacker, 1998; Harris, Hoffman, Koger, & Thacker, 1999). Kentucky’s teachers have
invested considerable time and effort learning to teach differently since KIRIS began. They
are unwilling to abandon those practices without compelling evidence to suggest that they
should do so.

CATS includes the Kentucky Core Content Tests, subject-specific tests of student
achievement that will be used to incorporate test items in both multiple-choice and open-
response formats in each school’ s accountability index. The KIRIS test also included both
types of items, but the multiple-choice items were not used in the school accountability
formula. This change in the accountability formula has garnered the most attention in terms
of instructional practice, but the changes made with regard to including the multiple-choice
guestions are minor. Severa teachers explained that they had aways used multiple-choice
guestions to some extent and that the addition would not make a difference. Others claimed
that they had begun to include more multiple choice items on their classroom assessments,
but that their methods of instruction had not changed. One school’ s principal explained that
the Scantronda machine the school had purchased just before the Kentucky Education
Reform Act (KERA, the act that began school accountability in Kentucky) passed, was
finally seeing some use.
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CATS has had asimilarly modest impact on teacher professional development.
Teachers and individual schools have a considerable amount of choice regarding their
professional development (Thacker, Koger, & Koger, 1998), and they are typically not
choosing to attend training specific to CATS. The few teachers who did report that they
had received any training about the new accountability system had attended either a
workshop about test administration ethics or a symposium explaining the proportion for
which each part of the CATS accountability system will count. When asked to elaborate on
the ethics training, teachers explained, “It’ s the same training we had for KIRIS.” Most
were more concerned with the allocation of points used to compute their schools
accountability index. The training they had received often left them with more questions
than answers, especialy regarding the norm-referenced portion of CATS.

School visits also pointed out several possible factors that may impact further
evaluation research concerning CATS. Among those factors are the influence of teacher
content knowledge on instructional practices, availability and implementation of reform
friendly teaching materials, self-contained versus departmentalized instruction in the
elementary schools, schools' attempts to maximize student content learning in assessment
grades, issues related to testing specia needs students, and other issues. As CATS
becomes more and more a part of the everyday language of schools and as schools strive to
earn rewards under the new system, these factors have considerable potentia to influence
instruction.
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THE TRANSITION FROM KIRISTO CATS: INSTRUCTION,
COMMUNICATION, AND PERCEPTIONSAT 20 KENTUCKY SCHOOLS

Summary B
The Effectiveness of School Communication During the
KIRIS-CATS Transition

What had teachers heard about the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System
(CATS) prior to administering the Kentucky Core Content Test, a component of CATS?
How did they learn about CATS and the Kentucky Core Content Test? These questions
helped frame the first phase of afour-year study by the Human Resources Research
Organization (HUMRRO) concerning the consequential validity of CATS (Thacker, Koger,
Hoffman, & Koger, 1999). HUmMRRO was interested in the possible influences the change
from the Kentucky Instructional Results Informetion System (KIRIS) to CATS might have
on instructional practices. In order to evaluate those influences it was important to
establish how much the teachers knew about the changes. It was a so important to recognize
the sources of the information teachers did possess, both to evaluate the effectiveness of
established communication channels and to identify the origins of possible misconceptions
about the new accountability system.

In the course of visiting 20 schoolsin 10 districts around Kentucky, HUmRRO
found that teachers rarely reported that they felt well informed about CATS. When
researchers asked teachers what they had heard about CATS, the most common response
was, “Not very much.” Very few teachers reported having any training concerning CATS.
Those who did have professional development meetings about the new accountability
system had only attended “test administration ethics training” or a symposium explaining
what proportion each component of CATS would count in the computation of the school’s
accountability index. Those teachers who had attended the ethics training reported that it
was identical to the training they had for KIRIS.

Teachers reported that they received their information about CATS from a variety
of sources. Most commonly, they learned about the new system from materials placed in
their school mailbox, from informal conversations with other teachers, and from the
newspaper. Communication between teachers has dramatically improved during the past
10 years. The Kentucky Education Reform Act (KERA) and the associated KIRIS
accountability system, stimulated agreat deal of teacher interaction, primarily due to
curriculum alignment efforts. Those lines of communication, aswell as curriculum
alignment efforts, are still very much in place.

Teachers often reported that their information came to them in the form of
memoranda in their school mailbox. They were often unsure of the origins of these
documents, although many assumed that they came from the Kentucky Department of
Education (KDE). When we spoke with the principals of the schools, however, we learned
that the district office was much more likely to have provided the information. In away the
teachers were not incorrect, because KDE does rely on the District Assessment
Coordinators (DACs) as a primary channel of communication to the schools.
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Relying on the DACs for getting information to the schools, we discovered, has the
potential for two very different problems. Thefirst isthat the DAC’ stime is often very
limited in small rural school districts. Schools in these districts typically send
representatives to the DAC to collect information for the rest of the school’ s personnel.
Each reinterpretation adds to the possibility that the information will become diluted or
altered in some significant way. When school s have specific questions or issues to be
addressed in these districts they are often forced to wait for the availability of the DAC.
The other end of the spectrum existsin large urban districts. These districts produce so
much materia for the schools that teachers often do not have the opportunity to sort and
interpret the information they receive. Whatever the communication problem, be it alack of
sufficient material or an overabundance of it, the flow of communication from KDE to
teachers remains effectively stifled.

KDE maintains aweb site on the Internet, complete with e-mail addresses to which
teachers and schools can address their questions; however it was rarely if ever mentioned
by teachers as a source of information about CATS. The KDE newdetter, the Kentucky
Teacher, was only very rarely mentioned. Teachers seem to depend on their school to
provide them with the information they need. Directly mailing schools may be a more
effective choice for distributing important information to teachers than the various other
more complex methods currently in place.
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THE TRANSITION FROM KIRISTO CATS: INSTRUCTION,
COMMUNICATION, AND PERCEPTIONSAT 20 KENTUCKY SCHOOLS

Summary C
Teacher Perceptions of the Value of the New Testing
Program

How confident are teachers that the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System
(CATS) represents an improvement over the previous Kentucky Instructional Results
Information System (KIRIS)? Researchers from the Human Resources Research
Organization (HUMRRO) interviewed teachers from 20 schools in 10 districts regarding
their confidence in CATS (Thacker, Koger, Hoffman, & Koger, 1999). Although the
majority of those teachers could recount the substantive changes to the accountability
system, very few stated that they were convinced that the system would be better. A large
number of the teachers said that the new accountability system represented achangein
name only.

The most common response from teachers was that the new system was still largely
unknown. They said that before they could make sound judgments about its worth, they
would need to see the test and receive the first round of student scores. The next most
common response from teachers can be classified as cautious optimism. The actua
responses ranged from “It can’t be worse than KIRIS,” to “Just adding the multiple-choice
guestions would make the test |ess subjective and that would make it better in my opinion.”

Another common response from teachers was to relate an opposition to the
accountability system on a philosophical level. For these teachers, substituting one reward
system with another makes very little difference. They claim that by emphasizing monetary
rewards, the systemwhether CATS or KIRIS-adds a negative connotation to teaching.
“Any time that money isinvolved someone will find away to cheat or to play the system,”
said one of the participating el ementary teachers.

Teachers are also not convinced that the change in accountability systemsis going
to have an effect on the preparation of their students for the next grade level. The
overwhelming majority of teachers said “not any” when asked about the influence of CATS
on their students. A few teachers said that the addition of multiple-choice questions might
give the students some needed practice with the format, which in turn, might help them on
other multiple-choice format tests. None professed that their student would know or be
able to do more as aresult of the change in accountability systems.

Teachers were also asked if they thought that the new system would be fairer than
the old one. The mgjority had very little confidence that the CATS system would help the
state administer rewards or assistance more fairly than KIRIS. A few teachers applauded
the change in the mechanics of administering rewards from giving rewards as bonuses to
administering them as school funds, but they were not convinced that the new system would
be better at determining which schools received the rewardsin the first place.
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House Bill 53 suggests placing students' Kentucky Core Content Test scores (a
component of CATS) on their transcripts. Teachers supported this effort toward student-
level accountability, but also said they believe that it would make very little difference at
the elementary and middle school levels. “1t might mean more to high school students,
especially if the colleges and universities use the scores to determine admittance or
eligibility for scholarships.” They were aso quick to point out that the students who
would be most affected by the addition of scoresto their transcripts are the students who
are aready highly motivated to do well on the test. “ The students that don’t care about
things like grades and transcripts are the ones that need the most attention.”

When teachers and principals were asked about their use of the KIRIS score
reports from last year, most said that they were used much the same asin previous years.
The scores are used as a diagnostic tool for the preparation of specific programs and
policies that address each school’ s improvement goals. Even though KIRIS might be
considered a“lame duck” this year, the scores from last year are being examined closely.
Schools used those scores to plan professional development and design their Consolidated
Plans (KDE, 1997). When principals discussed the scores it became very obvious that the
practitioners of public education have not internalized the break between KIRIS and CATS
yet. They expect to be able to compare last year’ s KIRIS scoresto this year’ s Kentucky
Core Content Test scores. Many have programs in place that may be bolstered or
eliminated because of perceived changes in student scores. The Kentucky Teacher
(Fishback, 1999) also suggests that attributing growth will be possible using both KIRIS
and CATS scores. The words “interim period” were rarely heard during interviews.
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Information Sheet for Elementary Teachers
Explanation of HUmRRO Research

Background

Since 1997, Kentucky schools have taken part in research studies conducted by the
Human Resources Research Organization (HUMRRO). Thefirst two studies, which took
place in 1997 and 1998, focused on middle schools. The 1997 study investigated how
teaching practi ces were related to KIRIS scores. Researchers found evidence that use of
reform practices, such as cooperative learning, extended problem solving, discussion, and
student writing, were more likely to increase KIRIS scores than were memorization-based
practices. The 1998 study examined how schools use professiona development and other
teacher preparation activities to adapt to the demands of Kentucky’s educational goals.

In spring 1999, HUMRRO expanded its research efforts to include elementary as
well as middle schools. In the first of afour-year research program, HUMRRO researchers
visited 10 elementary and 10 middle schools to examine the impact of changing the
statewide assessment system from KIRISto CATS.

For the second round of this four-year effort, we are revisiting the original 20
schools (10 elementary and 10 middle schools) and adding 10 “new” schools (5
elementary and 5 middle schools). Y our school has agreed to take part in this study, which
will run through 2002. HUmRRO researchers will be in your school on Nov. 10. We are
asking for your help in a couple of ways.

We plan to interview all fourth-, fifth-, and (if applicable) sixth-grade teachers at your
school, concentrating on science and social studies instruction. Each interview will last
about 30 minutes, and can be done at your convenience—before or after school or
during a planning period. We would prefer to conduct individual interviews, but we
realize how hectic schedules are and we will accommodate small groups of teachersiif
necessary. We also understand that planning timeisin short supply and we are
committed to limiting individual interviews to 30 minutes. Group interviews may take a
little longer.

We request that you bring three samples of assessments that we may keep to your
interview. These should represent three different levels of assessment: a basic unit of
assessment, such as aquiz or log book assignment; a mid-level unit of assessment, such
as a chapter test, unit test, etc.; and an upper-level or most comprehensive unit of
assessment. Actual samples of student work are not required.

Astime permits, we would like to observe classroom teaching. We understand that
elementary school may not be divided into clearly delineated classes, but we would
like to watch some of you in action. We will make every effort not to be disruptive and
will schedule our observations at your convenience. If possible, we would like to see
some lessons in fourth-grade science and fifth-grade social studies.
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Confidentiality

We will not identify participating schools or personnel in any report, presentation,
or discussion of thisresearch. No information collected by interview, observation, or
conversation will be divulged to any administrator, teacher, staff, or student within your
school, or to any Kentucky Department of Education staff member. Written reports will
provide information in summary form only. However, because your school may have
characteristics that make it unique among Kentucky schools, anonymity cannot be
guaranteed. If you or other members of the school staff read the report, you may be able to
determine that certain parts refer to your schoal. It is highly unlikely that anyone less
familiar with your school would recognize it in the report. Please remember that this
research is being conducted to evaluate CATS, not schools.

HumRRO Contacts

Please contact Art Thacker at 1-800-219-9030 (email address:
athacker@humrro.org) if you have any questions or concerns.

We look forward to visiting your school and talking with you.

HUmRRO research staff
Gene Hoffman
Art Thacker
Lee Koger
Milt Koger
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Information Sheet for Science and Social Studies Teachers
Explanation of HUmRRO Research

Background

Since 1997, Kentucky middle schools have taken part in research studies conducted
by the Human Resources Research Organization (HUMRRO). The first study, 1997,
investigated how teaching practices were related to KIRIS scores. Researchers found
evidence that use of reform practices, such as cooperative learning, extended problem
solving, discussion, and student writing, were more likely to increase KIRIS scores than
were memorization-based practices. The 1998 study examined how schools use
professiona development and other teacher preparation activities to adapt to the demands
of Kentucky’s educational goals.

In spring 1999, HUMRRO expanded its research efforts to include elementary as
well as middle schools. In thefirst of afour-year research program, HUMRRO researchers
visited 10 elementary and 10 middle schools to examine the impact of changing the
statewide assessment system from KIRISto CATS.

For the second round of this four-year effort, we are revisiting the original 20
schools (10 elementary and 10 middle schools) and adding 10 “new” schools (5
elementary and 5 middle schools). Y our school has agreed to take part in this study, which
will run through 2002. HUmRRO researchers will be in your school on Oct. 29. We are
asking for your help in a couple of ways:

Our first priority isto interview all science teachers and socia studies teachers at your
school. Each interview will last about 30 minutes and will be held at a time convenient
for you (before/after school or during your planning period). We prefer to interview
teachersindividually, but we realize that may not be possible in some situations. If a
group interview is necessary, we ask that it consist only of teachers who teach the same
subject in the same grade. Group interviews will take longer than 30 minutes.

We request that you bring three samples of assessments that we may keep to your
interview. These should represent three different levels of assessment: a basic unit of
assessment, such as aquiz or log book assignment; a mid-level unit of assessment, such
as a chapter test, unit test, etc.; and an upper-level unit of assessment, such asa
semester test, end-of-grading-period test, etc. Actual samples of student work are not
required.

Astime permits, we would like to observe some science and social studies classes.
We are especialy interested in observing seventh-grade science and eighth-grade
socia studies, since those subjects are assessed in those grades.

Confidentiality

We will not identify participating schools or personnel in any report, presentation,
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or discussion of thisresearch. No information collected by interview, observation, or
conversation will be divulged to any administrator, teacher, staff, or student within your
schoal, or to any Kentucky Department of Education staff member. Written reports will
provide information in summary form only. However, because your school may have
characteristics that make it unique among Kentucky schools, anonymity cannot be
guaranteed. If you or other members of the school staff read the report, you may be able to
determine that certain parts refer to your schoal. It is highly unlikely that anyone less
familiar with your school would recognize it in the report. Please remember that this
research is being conducted to evaluate CATS, not schools.

HumRRO Contacts

Please call Art Thacker at 1-800-219-9030 (email address. athacker@humrro.org)
if you have any questions or concerns.

We look forward to visiting your school and talking with you.

HUmRRO research staff
Gene Hoffman
Art Thacker
Lee Koger
Milt Koger
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Appendix D
Scheduling Wor ksheets
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Elementary Scheduling Worksheet

We have included a worksheet on the following page to help you schedule
interviews and observations which will take place during our visit to your school. You
will have two researchers available. Aswe previously mentioned, we would like to
interview the following people:

The principa
All fourth-, fifth-, and (where applicable) sixth-grade teachers

Please write in the name of the person to be interviewed, aong with the time and
place of the interview in the appropriate cell. We have found that interviews go more
smoothly if they are conducted in a quite place (for example, an empty classroom or
conference room, or corner of the media center). Also, please remember that although two
interviews can take place at the same time, they should not be scheduled for the same
location in order to respect the privacy of the person being interviewed.

Observations will be conducted as time permits. If possible, we would like to
observe the following classes:

Priority to fourth- and fifth-grade classes. If possible, we'd like to observe fourth-
grade students doing science and fifth-grade students doing social studies.
Other observations as available and as time permits
Please keep the following in mind when completing the schedule:
Both researchers will be available during their one-day visit to your school
Two interviews can be scheduled for the same time, but not for the same place
Individual interviews will last about 30 minutes
If scheduling conflicts arise, please keep in mind:
1. Principal and fourth- and fifth-grade teacher interviews receive top priority
2. Fourth-grade science and fifth-grade social studies observations receive
next priority
Some schools may have teaching specialists (science or social studies specialist, for
example) who do not fit neatly into a specific grade level or classification. Please use
the “other” category on the worksheet if you would like us to interview or observe

them.

Our time in your school islimited. Please help us use that time as efficiently as
possible by completing the schedule before our arrival.
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Elementary School Scheduling Wor ksheet. When completing this worksheet, please remember that two researchers will be visiting
your school. The team can interview two teachersin 30 minutes or observe 2 one-hour classes at the same time. Since they have only one
day to complete the visit, they will rely heavily on your help in scheduling these events.

Interviews 1 Principal 1-3 4™ Grade 1-3 5" Grade 1-3 6™ Grade Other
Teachers Teachers Teachers

Name
Time
Interview Place

Name
Time
Interview Place

Name
Time
Interview Place

Observations 4" Grade 5" Grade 6" Grade
Science priority Social studies priority

Name
Time
Classroom

Name
Time
Classroom

Name
Time
Classroom
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Middle School Scheduling Worksheet

We have included a worksheet (on the following page) to help you schedule

interviews and observations which will take place during our visit to your school. This
year’svisit will last one day only, and you will have two researchers available. Aswe

previously mentioned, we would like to interview the following people:

The principal
All science teachers
All social studies teachers

Please write in the name of the person to be interviewed, along with the time and

place of the interview in the appropriate cell. We have found that interviews go more
smoothly if they are conducted in a quite place (for example, an empty classroom or

conference room, or corner of the media center). Also, please remember that athough two

interviews can take place at the same time, they should not be scheduled for the same
location in order to respect the privacy of the person being interviewed.

Observations will be conducted as time permits. If possible, we would like to

observe the following classes:

Priority to seventh-grade science and eighth-grade social studies classes
Other observations as available and as time permits

Please keep the following in mind when compl eting the worksheet:

Two researchers will be at your school for one day
Two interviews can be scheduled for the same time, but not for the same place

We prefer individual interviews, however, group interviews can be accommodated if

teachers teach the same subject at the same grade level

Individual interviews will last about 30 minutes; group interviews may last alittle

longer

Observations will last the entire period to avoid disrupting the class (observationsin

classes that use block scheduling may be adjusted, however)
If scheduling conflicts develop, please keep in mind:
1. Teacher and principal interviews receive top priority

2. Seventh-grade science and eighth-grade social studies observations receive

next priority

Our time in your school islimited. Please help us use that time as efficiently as
possible by completing the schedule before our arrival.
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Middle School Scheduling Worksheet. When completing this worksheet, please remember that two researchers will be visiting your
school. The team can interview two teachersin 30 minutes or observe two one-hour classes at the sametime. Since they have only one
day to complete the visit, they will rely heavily on your help in scheduling these events.

Interviews

1 principal 1-36™ 1-3 7" 1-38" 1-36Msocial | 1-3 7™ social | 1-3 8" social
science science science studies studies studies
teachers teachers teachers teachers teachers teachers

Name
Time
Interview place

Name
Time
Interview place

Name
Time
Interview place

Observations (If possible, please give priority to 7™"-grade science and 8"-grade social studies.)

6" Science 7" Science 8" Science 6" Social 7" Social 8" Social
Priority Studies Studies Studies
Priority

Name
Time
Classroom

Name
Time
Classroom

Name
Time
Classroom
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Please fax or mail the following information:
TO: Art Thacker
FAX: (270) 351-3620

MAIL: 295 W. Lincoln Trail Blvd.
Radcliff, KY 40160

FROM:
1. Inaddition to the principal, who else may we contact, particularly if we need to make

last-minute adjustments for bad weather? Are there alternate phone numbers
available?

Name Alternate Phone Number

2. Please give usdirectionsto your school or sketch a map:

3. Do we need to know anything about parking restrictions at your school ?

4. Canyou recommend a motel near your school? (Name, location, phone number)

5. What time does your school day begin (what time do we need to arrive)?
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Teacher Interview Questions (Fall 1999)

Hello, my nameis

. | am aresearcher with Human Resources Research

Organization (HUMRRO). HUMRRO is a private, non-profit research organization under
contract to the Kentucky Department of Education (KDE).

HumRRO’s Task

Our task isto collect and analyze data on validity issues associated with the
Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS) and Kentucky Core
Content Test (KCCT). We are independent from the test devel opers and
report directly to the Kentucky Department of Education (KDE) with our
findings. We have worked with KDE investigating validity issues with
KIRIS for the past three years. This is the second of afour-year project
investigating the validity of the new tests.

Thanks
(Begin again here)

Thank you for taking the time to compl ete this teacher interview.

Objectives

We want to hear
what you think about the new accountability and testing system and
how you believe it will affect you and your students.

We also want to get a better understanding of
your instructional approaches and
activities you use in your classroom.

Per ceptions

| will be asking for your perceptions about CATS.

Confidentiality

We will not identify participating schools or personnel in any report,
presentation, or discussion of this research.

However, because your school may have characteristics that make it
unigue among Kentucky schools, anonymity cannot be guaranteed. If you
or other members of the school staff read the report, you may be ableto
determine that certain parts appear to refer to your school. It is highly
unlikely that anyone less familiar with your school would recognizeit in
the report.

Target of
Evaluation

HumRRO/KDE

Please remember that this research is being conducted to evaluate CATS,
not teachers, schools, or districts.
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Evaluation

L ength of The interview was designed to take less than 30 minutes.
| nterview

Do you have any questions before we begin?
The first section is designed for us to collect some background information on you.

Note: Researcher will read back what you have recorded for verification.

1. What subject and/or grade(s) do you teach this year?

Subject Grade

2. How long have you taught this (these) grade(s) and/or subject(s)?

Grade(s) Subject(s)

Has there been any reorganization or major change at the school in the last two years? (Such as
some grades moving to another school, changing to team teaching, block scheduling, redistricting,
getting a new administration at the school, or major staff changes.)

3. Counting this year, how long have you been teaching at this school ?

4. Counting thisyear, how many years have you been In Kentucky Elsewhere
teaching in Kentucky? Elsewhere?

1. How do you think your school performed on the (KCCT) test? What about your content
area specifically?
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2. Areany content areas within your grade level currently receiving special attention or
emphasis? If so, could you discuss why you think the school chose to target those areas
instead of others?

3. Areyou participating in the implementation, continuation, or elimination of any specific
programs within your content area(s) as aresponse to test scores? Please describe
those programs. (Reword as necessary based on the answersto 1 and 2)

4. Now that the school’ s given the test and received the scores, do you plan to change
your instructional practices because of CATS? (Are there practices or content that will
be emphasized more/less now?)
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5. Isthe school atering or creating any professional development opportunitiesin
response to the test scores?

6. Hasthe reduction in portfolio requirements had an impact in your classroom?

7. Doesthe school have any programs targeting studentsin the lower (Novice and
Apprentice) academic categories? Are those programs specific to any particular
content areas?
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8. For 5" and 8" Grade Teachersonly: Have you seen the individua student scores for
your current students? Do you use the students’ scores from 4"/7™ grade for classroom
instructional decisions? Describe.

9. The Kentucky Core Content for Assessment has been revised recently. Have you had a
chancetolook it over? (ask therest only if “ yes’) Have the changes had any impact

on your classroom practices? In your opinion, do the changes to the Core Content make
it better, worse, or isit about the same?

10. Has receiving the test scores earlier improved their usefulness? How so?

11. Do you plan to do anything else differently as aresult of test information or do you
have comments or concerns that we haven’t aready discussed?
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Principal Interview Topics
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Principal Interview

1. How do you think your school performed on the test? Did student performance meet
your expectations? Were you surprised by any of the results?

2. Tell me about thisyear’s preparation for CATS. What specific things are being/have
been done at the school to get teachers and students ready? Tell me how each of these
programs got started.

3. Isany content area or grade level receiving special attention thisyear? Why isit
receiving special attention? Describe what is being done.

4. |sthat any different from last year’s preparation for CATS? How?

5. How aretheinitia CATS score reports being used thisyear? Are the faculty and
administration using the score reports differently from KIRIS? Describe. (Ask only if
this question has not been fully explored during the previous 4.)
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6. Have you seen or isthe school promoting any changes in teaching practices associated
with switching to CATS? Describe them.

7. Arethere changesin instructional practices that you would like to see occur at the
school? Describe.

8. Doesthe school have any program specifically designed for lower-scoring students
(Novice and Apprentice)? Describe.

9. I'dliketo ask you about teachers attitudes toward testing under CATS. (a) Have there
been more/fewer/about the same complaints about testing in general? (b) About
fairness? Have any new concerns regarding testing/fairness emerged with the change
in testing systems?
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DAC script

My nameis . I'mwith the Human Resources Research Organization, or
HUmMRRO. Asyou may know, our company is doing some research on the CATS test for the
Kentucky Department of Education, and some schools in your district have been helping us
out with that research.

Thisistaking place over afour-year period, and last spring was the first year of the
project. We visited 10 districts around Kentucky, visiting an elementary and amiddle
school from each of the 10 districts. We also talked to district personnel. We asked
about their perceptions about the transition from the old KIRIS system to the CATS
system.

Thisfall we made the second round of visitsto the 10 districts, and we added 5 new
districts—we wanted to time our arrival while the CATS scores were still fresh in
everyone' s mind.

There will be two more rounds of visits, one in spring 2001 and one sometime after
that.

All responses are confidential—we don’t identify districts, schools, or individuals by
name.

The purpose of our research isto evaluate the CATS test, not individuals, schools, or
districts.

We'd like to get some input from district level people for this year’ s study, similar to what
we did in the spring. Would you have time now to answer afew questions about the CATS
test?

One of the questions that we asked principals concerned the role that the school played in
helping students and teachers prepare for the coming CATStest. I'd like to ask the same
basic question—from the district’s point of view. So here’ sthe first question...

1. Describethe district’srolein helping your schools prepare for the coming CATS
tests—what specific things are being/have been done at the district level to help get the
teachers and students ready? Does that differ from what the district did for schools
during KIRIS?

2. What role, if any, doesthe district play in the CATS score analysis?
3. What aspects of CATS do you view as strengths? Asweaknesses? Do these strengths

and weaknesses make the Kentucky Core Content Test a better or worst test than KIRIS
was? Why?
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